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      Due to the lapse in time between the release of 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 Beasts of Juárez.  These characters will either play a recurring role in The Betrayal of Prague or they receive mention in the book as a factor of furthering the plot.  I hope this helps!

      

      
        
        CHARACTERS FROM THE BEASTS OF JUÁREZ:

      

      

      

      ATLAS HARGROVE: Former SWAT commander for Vacaville PD in Northern California.  Atlas assassinated three delinquents who created untold amounts of chaos and horror in Vacaville after holding up a liquor store, running from the police, and running over nearly a dozen children as they were leaving school.  Atlas is currently serving three life sentences in the supermax prison known as NorCal State Prison.

      

      JADE HARGROVE: Jade is Atlas’ wife.  She left him after he was convicted of triple homicide to resume a relationship with a younger man named Rocco Rosato, a man with whom she had been having an affair.  Rocco met face-to-face with Atlas in prison to ask if he could have his blessing to marry Jade.  It didn’t go well for Rocco at first, but Atlas did relent so long as Rocco treated Jade well and the search for Alabama wasn’t abandoned along the way.

      

      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, Scotty Chase, found a video surveillance feed showing an older Alabama.  Scotty found the man who took Alabama, Keegan White, only to learn that Alabama was pregnant.  They tracked Alabama to Keegan’s mother’s house; she was secretly holding her captive, but the woman disappeared after sending Scotty on a wild-goose chase to New Jersey.

      

      LEOPOLD WENTWORTH: Leopold is an older multi-millionaire playboy who earned his fortune working in the world of block-chain development.  His interests have swayed from block-chain to freelance vigilante justice, so now he operates with a team, largely tracking down high-level deviants and having them killed.  By his admission, Leopold and his ragtag team are amateurs just trying to get a foothold in the world of extrajudicial, unsanctioned anti-terrorism.  He aspires to take out the criminal elements that governments quietly allow to exist, the same high-level criminal elements the courts can’t or won’t prosecute.  It’s almost going well…almost.

      

      CIRA KINGSLEY: Cira is Leopold’s on-the-ground tactician, travel coordinator, and an extra body in case the SHTF and the team needs backup.  Cira 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 she is disappointed with his playboy lifestyle.  She ended up sleeping with Atlas in both The Tears of Odessa and The Beasts of Juárez and has since begun to develop a growing interest in Atlas.

      

      KIERA: This young mystery girl is a vicious assassin who was birthed into the world of covert action for the sole purpose of changing the outcomes of war.  She was raised as an asset for sale and as a product for war, but when the markets turned and the wars were halted in the prior administration, Leopold bought 51% ownership of Kiera.  He aspired to build a strong team around her.  Kiera is currently being housed at the Blacksburg, Virginia branch of Monarch Industries, a lab that uses both genetic and behavioral modification as well as intense, specialized training in tactics and warfare to turn people into super-soldiers.

      

      YERGHA MUGHERI: This Pakistani native is one of Leopold’s original assets.  In The Tears of Odessa, he was in a hospital bed with broken bones when Leopold called.  In The Beasts of Juárez, he played a pivotal role in saving most of the Fox family.

      

      ESTELLA BACCARIN (ESTY): Esty is the second of Leopold’s original assets.  In The Tears of Odessa, Estella (Esty) was too busy having sex when Leopold called to show up for the job, prompting Leopold to find other alternatives to lean on (enter Atlas and Kiera).  In The Beasts of Juárez, Esty played a pivotal role in saving most of the Fox family.

      

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

      

      JACKSON BURKE: Jackson is former military and Scotty’s sole investigator.  He is also the muscle for when things get messy.  Jackson was brought into the picture in The Beasts of Juárez to help track down the now-deceased Keegan White and his also now-deceased wife—the couple who kidnapped and held Alabama hostage for more than half a decade.

      

      APPLE WHITE: Apple, Keegan White’s mother, is believed to be holding Alabama.  She is obsessed with Alabama’s unborn child.  She wants to have the grandchild for herself.  Apple took Alabama and went on the run after sending Scotty and Jackson on a wild goose chase to New Jersey.  When Scotty and Jackson returned to Apple’s house, the woman was gone, and they found the underground cutout in the basement where Alabama was being held.  Even though they are off-the-clock with Leopold, Scotty and Jackson continue to look for Apple and Alabama.

      

      CODRIN PICHLER: This Romanian hacker is one of the best hackers in the world.  Leopold uses Codrin 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 seek to operate.

      

      SYDNEY FOX: Sydney is Congressman Camden Fox’s widow (48).  She and her girls, Callie (16), Zoey (12), and Maisie (8) were kidnapped and taken into Juárez.  Sydney, Zoey, and Maisie were rescued, but Callie was found in Prague, butchered to death, and left in the street in black garbage bags.

      

      WARDEN FABIAN DICAMPLI: Dicampli was the warden of NorCal State Prison, a man Leopold and Cira managed to blackmail with compromising photos of him in sexually explicit situations with girls and boys that were dressed as girls.  Through blackmail, applied leverage, and the threat of violence, Leopold gained access to NorCal and Atlas.  When Dicampli became too much of a liability, Leopold tracked the man down at his house and killed him.

      

      SAVANNAH SWANN: Savannah is the mysterious “guest” instructor at Monarch Industries. Although the origin of this fierce, powerhouse of a young woman is somewhat unclear in this world (the Atlas Hargrove world), there are some readers who know exactly where Savannah comes from and how she came to be the woman she is now. ;)

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






Pavlina Issová

        

      

    

    
      22-year-old Pavlina Issová lived with her mother, Jirina, in a modest home in Prague.  Pavlina worked in a local tourist shop in Wenceslas, but she did not like her job.  Her mother worked for the government and liked her job even less, but the two women had each other after Pavlina’s father left them both for a Russian ballerina who was mesmerized by his good looks and more than willing to steal him from his family.

      As Pavlina grew older, the fresh sting of abandonment began to lessen, prompting her to branch out and make a friend.  Meanwhile, her mother, Jirina, dipped her toes into the online dating world.  Even though both women had been inseparable during the past 4 years, times had changed.  Both women were flourishing, each of them finding new interests outside of their once oppressive mother/daughter relationship.

      Pavlina was now friends with a slightly chubby girl her age that had just moved into the neighborhood.  Cenda Liska was a few months younger than Pavlina and was a bright star in Pavlina’s world, a beacon to guide her back to a normal, healthy life.  Cenda wasn’t the best-looking girl anyone had ever seen, and she wasn’t thin or smart, but she wasn’t dumb either, and she had come to be a loyal friend, Pavlina’s best friend.

      Just the other day, Jirina said to Pavlina, “That girl is the best thing to happen to you.  If you are smart, and I know you are, you will protect this friendship.”

      Pavlina needed very little persuasion from her mother, for Cenda was an excellent example of what life could be like when a person found ways to let go of the past and begin taking an interest in others.  Not everyone or everything was as cruel or as selfish as Pavlina’s father, except for fate, of course.  Experience told her that fate could strike a sadistic blow to anyone.  This was true for her, but it proved to be true for Cenda, too.

      Cenda’s mother was a large woman with diabetes and a heart condition.  Before COVID, she was taking the right drugs, eating healthier, exercising, and starting to lose weight.  She was walking with a group of women each day, and she had done this for months and was feeling more optimistic in life.  Then COVID struck.  Cenda’s mother contracted the virus, and within a matter of weeks, she was moved to one of the few ventilators available.  Her lungs collapsed shortly afterward, and she promptly died.

      Cenda and her father, Karel Liska, were devastated.  Karel was deeply in love with Cenda’s mother and thrilled with the progress his wife was making.  Fate, however, would take this woman from her family, and Cenda and her father would be left to face a life less joyous.

      Cenda, however, did what her mother would have wanted her to do, and that was to keep her outlook in life high and find ways to laugh.  She managed to do this, proving to Pavlina that one’s trajectory in life could change course at any moment, but also that happiness could be defined by how you handled tragedy, not how much you suffered because of it.

      The two, of course, had become fast friends.  They even got jobs near each other so that they could take lunches together.

      The workweek was over now, and the deep Saturday sun set on Prague, casting the city in a gorgeous amber glow—the kind of brilliant display that attracted tourists from around the world.

      Given that the Central European city was largely spared destruction from the great wars, people traveled from the farthest reaches of the globe to watch a Prague sunset, or to slip into one of the many cobblestone alleys that these world travelers found so romantic.

      In addition to being charming, Prague was known for having some of the best nightclubs in the world.  Now that the dinner hour had passed, Pavlina was anxious to cast off the burdens of the week and make the most of the nightlife.

      “Where did you two decide you’re going?” Jirina asked as she poured herself a glass of merlot and settled in for a quiet night of reading.

      “We’re going to Ankali because they have the best outdoor venue,” Pavlina said.  “When it starts to get too cold, we will go to Karlovy Lázně.”

      Karlovy Lázně was widely considered the largest club in Central Europe.  It was five stories of dancing, drinking, lounging, and fun—all inside of a gorgeous fifteenth-century building.  Jirina had heard of Karlovy Lázně, but she was only vaguely familiar with Ankali.

      “Ankali is a techno club that’s part outdoor and part industrial club,” Cenda said.

      “It’s at the old soap factory, right?” Jirina asked.

      “That’s the one,” Pavlina answered.

      She was excited to go there after hearing so many good things about it, and the sooner they cut loose of her mother, the sooner they could get to dancing away the troubles of the world.  They might even meet a few boys.

      Pavlina leaned in and kissed her mother on the cheek.  “We won’t be out late.  I mean we will, but not too late.”

      Jirina said, “You are too beautiful for me to let you into the world unattended, which means you must be careful, okay?  Promise me that you will be careful.”

      These were the kind of conversations that embarrassed Pavlina, which was why her mother whispered them into her ear.

      “I will, Mother,” she said quietly.  “I love you, but you worry too much.”

      Jirina stood back and folded her arms, looking Pavlina over.  “Have you seen yourself?” Jirina asked.

      She looked at Cenda, who was smiling.  Pavlina didn’t want her mother to question her anymore, but while she lived under her mother’s roof, she was still bound by the woman’s rules, which meant her mother could ask a million questions that she would have to answer, even if she didn’t want to.

      “You look incredibly sexy,” Cenda said, making the matter worse.  “Your mother is right to worry.”  With delight in her eyes, Cenda turned to Jirina.  “And for that reason, I promise to keep her safe and get her home alive and well, and without child.”

      The three of them laughed, and then Jirina said, “I’ll hold you to that, Cenda.  I know you’re excited that things are open again, but don’t be out too late.”

      The two girls climbed into Cenda’s jalopy—a barely functional wreck on wheels—and drove out to Prague 1, away from Wenceslas, away from Old Town, and away from the tourists.  Ankali was farther out of town, and though the setting boasted a tough industrial vibe, they had wanted to go ever since the city lifted the nightclub’s 11 p.m. curfew.

      Cenda began talking about Ankali at the end of June.  That was when things started to reopen.  The nightclub had been hosting a huge celebration of local artists, called Antivirus A.  Proceeds from the tickets were meant to help the struggling artists, but they were also meant to help the club stay open after the hard COVID slump.  It had worked, and now the club was doing fine again, and COVID measures were loosening.  The promise of returning to the casual techno scene had them both hoping for the best night ever.

      When they arrived at Ankali, they were happy to find a nightclub that was already pumping out heavy industrial beats and synthesized music, all with that signature hard-rock vibe.  Pavlina and Cenda joined the dancing masses in moving to the music.  Soon enough, Pavlina’s body was attuned to the beats, the rhythm, and the others around her.

      Boys came and went, boys that Pavlina would not consider dating, or kissing, but she didn’t mind dancing with them for a song or two.  And then she noticed a girl nearby.  The way she moved was unlike anything Pavlina had ever seen before.  She glanced at Cenda who was seeing the same thing.

      “Wow,” Pavlina said over the music.

      “Right?” Cenda commented, impressed.

      This young woman dressed like an Eastern European girl with a slightly slutty, but tempered Goth style.  She might have been German, or perhaps Russian.  It was hard to tell under the heavy makeup.  Her skirt was short, her halter top sheer against the sweeping bright lights (see-through enough to show the dark shadows of her nipples when hit with the lights), and her lipstick was a subtle blend of blood red and black.

      There was something so seductive about the girl that Pavlina felt herself moving on the dance floor in ways she had never moved before.  She wanted to dance the way this girl was dancing, feel the same things she was feeling.  And then she saw the boy dancing with her, and her interest hit an all-new level.

      This boy had pale skin, eyeliner, pouty lips, and an unbuttoned vest boasting nice pecs.  This pallid delight let his eyes wander around the young woman’s body with lazy interest.  But then he grinned seductively and ran his fingers down the sides of her, the suggestion clear: he wanted her; he wanted to be inside of her.

      God, what Pavlina wouldn’t do to be wanted like that!  Watching the young woman, Pavlina could see that she liked the attention.  She certainly responded in kind.

      The boy was grinding the girl from behind, the girl pressing her ass into his pelvis.  But then the girl glanced over to where Pavlina and Cenda were, and she smiled, her eyes teasing them, her attention fleeting.

      To Pavlina’s delight, the boy’s eyes turned to her, watching her as she watched the two of them.  He made soft eyes as he ran a hand over the girl’s right breast more than a few times.  He then pulled one side of the fabric down just enough to reveal the girl’s small brown nipple.  The light hit it and Pavlina saw the skin was pinched tight by the cold.  The girl didn’t seem to mind and the boy wasn’t entirely protective of her nudity, all of which thrilled Pavlina.

      The couple moved ever closer to Pavlina and Cenda, which had them moving closer as well.  And then the four of them were dancing next to each other.  The music changed, the beats were more intense, and the crowd amped things up considerably.  Pavlina hardly noticed.  This was when Pavlina let go of all of her heartaches for the first time since her father had left her and her mother.

      The 22-year-old beauty let the beat have its way with her.  She invited the music into her bones, into her soul, and soon she found herself melding with the mysterious young couple.

      The pale boy’s hands, which had been all over his girl, were now grazing Pavlina’s arms and breasts.  And then the girl’s hands were on her, too, pinching a nipple that had grown stiff from the boy’s lingering touch.  Whatever restraint Pavlina once possessed was gone, for she was now as much a part of these two people as they were a part of each other.

      The boy popped a little white pill onto his tongue, swallowing it like a suggestion.  He did the same for the girl, who grinned and took hers as well.  Soon the boy was grinding on Pavlina the way he had been grinding on the mystery girl earlier, and just like his girl, Pavlina opened her mouth when he presented the pill.  She swallowed it without a question, a word of protest, or a simple thank you.

      The world suddenly became bright colors and seemingly impossible feelings.  She had never experienced something so vivid or all-encompassing in her life.  Whatever was happening to her was both slowing down and speeding up time.  She was floating on clouds, seeing the colors of life swimming all around her, wanting to be naked, to be in the warm ocean waters, to lift off the ground and just fly.

      But then the night started to skip, she lost track of moments, and she was suddenly in one place, then another, and then another.  She did not know how she got there, nor did she care.

      And then she was kissing someone, the girl, but the guy as well.  She was kissing him, running her hands down his chest and abs, ripping off his vest, and letting him press the best part of himself against the warmest part of her.

      She tugged at his clothes, and she let him rip off hers.  Had she not been floating so high, she would never have allowed this to happen, but Cenda was there as well, her safety, and reason to let herself be free.  She wanted to be free, to shed her restraints, to bloom into womanhood without the burden of her virginity.  There was nothing fun or sexy about a 22-year-old virgin.  That was why, at that moment, she let this boy take the one thing she had coveted for so long: her virginity.

      The moment was pain, and then pleasure, and then once Pavlina and the boy established a rhythm, she felt like she had found the happiness that Cenda had so often wished for her.

      When she was done, when she was spent, and the boy was pulling up his pants, Pavlina looked over and saw Cenda with the girl.  The girl’s hair was pulled aside, revealing on her neck a huge black widow spider.  Was this real, a tattoo, or part of a dream?  She didn’t know.  Could it be a hallucination?  Pavlina focused hard on the spider, waited for it to move, but it never moved.  If it was a tattoo, how had the artist made it look three-dimensional?

      As she lay there naked, exhausted and taken, she wondered where they were.  But then the boy was in front of her, offering her a small red vial.

      “What is this?” she giggled, even though there was nothing funny about anything.

      “Vampire’s Kiss,” the boy said.  “If you think you’re flying now, this will take you straight to heaven.  You’ll be before God and He will ask you if you’ve been a good girl, and your answer will be…”

      “No, God, I have not,” she replied with a seductive grin.

      “You take it like a shot, even though there’s not much to drink.”

      “Where did you get this?”

      “Ukraine,” he said.

      She removed the lid, put the vial to her lips, and tossed it back.  The shot was pure blood, warm and coppery-tasting.  Her stomach turned once or twice, but then warmth spread throughout her body and brain, and she felt euphoric like she was traveling through different dimensions.  There were no words to describe the feelings she had, for these weren’t feelings or emotions.  Feelings weren’t this big; emotions were never this profound.

      The next thing she knew, the boy’s face was between her thighs, and she was in that yummy place between reality and heaven.  This was the joyous death of everything bland and mundane in her life.  This was better than heaven if such a place existed.

      She ran her hands through his hair.  This boy was God to look at, and the things he was doing with his tongue…

      “I’ve been really bad,” she heard herself say.

      “Me, too,” she heard Cenda say.

      Looking down the center of her body—seeing her breasts, her stomach, her opened legs (with the boy’s head between them), Pavlina felt like her life had changed.  Somehow something had lifted from her—the sadness, the anger, the resentment, the sting of betrayal.

      Then the boy slid his hands up her thighs, and that was when she saw the Celtic symbols tattooed on his fingers.  Not only did the artistry grab her attention, but these tattoos also seemed hypnotic, somehow meaningful.  Mesmerized, she stared at them.  Then she started to lose focus, and her eyelids felt heavy.  But then the boy found that magical place, and all of that delicious energy she thought she had lost rushed to her lower abdomen and exploded with force.  She rocked her first orgasm so hard, she barely felt or knew anything else.  She had just gone multi-dimensional.

      When he came up from between her legs, his eyes were so dark they were nearly black, and his mouth was red all over.

      Was she having her period?  Oh, God!  Wait, no, she wasn’t.  That wasn’t for another two weeks.  But then there was the vial, the Vampire’s Kiss, and she wanted it.  She wanted more of it.

      “Do you have another vial?” she heard herself ask.

      She was cold, her thighs shaky, the high still there—these feelings of euphoria not fucked all the way out of her yet.

      “I want more,” she added.

      The boy presented another vial, which she took.  The feelings returned anew, this thing taking hold of her, pulling her into distant lands.  She lay back down and grinned so wide she started to laugh.  The laughter seemed to come from somewhere bottomless, a pool of dirty delight that she did not understand but did not question.

      She had cried so much and sworn so much over the years, but seldom had she laughed.  And then she was crying.  She did not know why or from where these tears had come, but she was suddenly crying.

      Somewhere along the way, darkness snuck in and teased her from the waking world, pulling her into a lightless corner, an underwater cave, into the furthest regions of deep space. She fought to stay conscious, but whatever had a hold of her had been trying to shove her down into a place so dark, she could not imagine she would be able to be there and still exist.

      The last thing she remembered was looking over at Cenda and then at the mysterious young woman with the spider on the back of her neck.  

      That spider…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When she awakened, her brain was so fuzzy, she was not sure when the sex had begun nor when it ended, only that she might have been fucked into a coma.  The graininess in her eyes was an irritable feeling, an annoyance she felt between her lenses and the insides of the eyelids.  Each blink was painful, though, painful and unnatural.  Were her eyelids actually swollen?  Dear God, they were. 

      What is happening to me?  

      She tried blinking back the sleep, but everything ached, especially her back, her butt, and her heels.  Shades of consciousness began to tip-toe in, little corners of light appearing, a sort of special awareness she had not had before.  

      Wherever she was smelled like damp stone and small bursts of mildew, and somewhere in the distance, she thought she heard the trickling of water—a drain, not a fountain.

      Beneath these more subtle sounds, Pavlina heard the faintest whispers, like small people speaking in even smaller tones.  She worked hard to open her eyes, but the second her eyeballs were exposed to the elements, they snapped shut, and they started to sting.

      It took a minute to blink past the irritation, and when she finally got her eyes open, all she saw were pools of darkness amid the dusting of light.  In her bumpy ascent to consciousness, she wondered: Am I blindfolded?  She tried to lift her hands, but they were heavy, wooden, her knuckles pressed into rock, concrete, cement…something.  And it was so dark.  Where the hell was she?

      She glanced up and saw a string of bare bulbs lining the ceiling of what looked like a long, rock-lined tunnel.  A mousy whimper escaped her.  And then a violent chill shot up her back.  That was when she realized that she was naked.  But what was this pain in her back and butt?  She felt around and realized it was the hard ground, the rocky wall, the endless cold.  Even the backs of her heels were starting to hurt where they pressed into stone.

      How long had she been there?

      All of those little whispers she had been hearing grew in volume, some words clearer than others.  These were the sounds of girls just like her, all of them lined up along the same damp wall in this same narrow tunnel.

      More and more, her eyes adjusted to the lack of light.  The things she saw, however, pumped her full of fear.

      They were in some kind of old, unused tunnel where a very narrow road or walkway stretched out before them.  She could not quite tell.  With her eyes squinted, she wondered: Is this a street or some underground passage?

      She did not feel a breeze, the air was stuffy and still, and she did not hear the chirping or chittering of insects.  

      Panic rose inside of her, her throat starting to close, tears beginning to gather in her eyes.  The air was thick and stale, breathable, but lacking in oxygen.  She sat up and drew a deep breath.  Her chest hurt.

      Wide awake now and shivering, fear crept in.  She pulled her heels to her butt, circled her arms around her shins, and tucked her chin between her knees.  Tears were leaking from her eyes, and her knuckles felt cold.  Her toes were numb, the tips of them feeling altogether dead.

      As more of the scene came into focus, she found she was desperate to know where she was and to start asking questions.  There were other girls like her sitting there.  Some of them looked like they were the same age as she, but many of them were younger—much younger.  Were they all feeling like this?  Were they all as afraid as she was?

      A girl sitting on the other side of the tunnel was sniffling, her anguish barely suppressed.  A couple of girls to her right were whispering, but she could not understand everything they were saying, only that they were trying to figure out how they got there and if they could make a run for it.  But how could they leave there and go for help?  None of them had any clothes.

      Farther down the tunnel, in the pitch-black walkway, a light appeared.  The light was bright, and it was dancing back and forth, like the person holding it was walking their way.  The brilliance of the light grew in size, casting shadows on the walls, revealing the many faces of the captured girls.  It was a horrible, terrifying sight to behold.

      Then the light suddenly stopped moving, a man cleared his throat, and in Czech, he said, “Stand up.”

      Most of the girls understood the language, and they stood accordingly.  Those who didn’t were slow to follow, but they got on their feet as well.

      Outside, Pavlina heard a vehicle approach.  It came to a stop just outside, and then the driver shut off the engine.  That same debilitating hush fell over the group once more.

      A second light appeared at the end of the tunnel, this person moving faster than the first, his light not bobbing at all.

      The mystery man approached the group.  He shined the light on every single girl, appraising their bodies and their faces.  He asked some of them to turn around, and they did.

      A twisting, aching knot formed in her stomach like the worst period cramps ever.  These pains were not fueled by the monthly changes in her body.  This was a sickness borne of fear, a charge of anger, a profound loathing for the ill manners of men and all the ways they found to hurt the people they wished to control.

      Her disgust for these creatures prevailed, bending the corners of her mouth and pulling her eyes into harsh, narrow slits.  She looked straight ahead, dreaming of gouging out the eyes of any man who dared stare at her naked body.  And then that light hit her and she froze.

      “Ah, yes,” the familiar voice said, “I remember this one.”

      She looked at what she could see of this abhorrent creature with the light cast on her.  All she saw were legs, a torso, and one hand.  That was when she saw the Celtic symbols tattooed on his fingers and she knew that this monster was the pale boy who took her virginity, let her drink magic blood, and then showed her his version of heaven and God and a good time on a Saturday night.

      Was Cenda there as well?  Had she been taken, too?

      The pale monster moved on, appraising the women quickly and with a stern eye.  There was not even a hint of arousal.  This, of all things, offended her most.  To these men, she and the other girls might as well be sides of beef, prized hogs, or stew rabbits.  What made her so angry and so sick to her stomach was that she had gone from being a budding young woman to now being stolen property to be violated, demoralized, sold, or worse, but for what purposes?

      Another man joined them, the third man.  His light burned brighter than the other lights.  He walked past the girls quickly, the light so bright it forced most of the girls to hide their eyes, and then he stopped before one particular girl.

      Pavlina glanced over and saw that four girls down, Cenda, like she, had indeed been taken.  Pavlina drew a sharp breath.  She wanted to cry out to her friend, to somehow run and strike the light from the man’s hand and stop everyone from seeing her friend.

      Cenda was naked as well, her big breasts lying flat on a stomach that was pushing out and slightly rolled under the belly button.  She had a puff of pubic hair, meaty thighs with a rippling of texture, and knobby knees over formless calves, and a pair of wide feet.

      Cenda didn’t look like the other girls, and for that reason, Pavlina felt sorry for her.  This was the first time Pavlina felt that way, which, in itself, was quite painful.

      The man reached out, grabbed Cenda’s nipples, then rudely lifted her breasts and appraised the skin beneath.  Then he let go, and the breasts slapped down against her stomach.  She covered herself with folded arms, her chin squished in and trembling, the poor girl on the verge of tears.  The man stood back and appraised her once more.

      “Yes, this one,” he finally said.

      The fear that consumed her immediately doubled and then doubled again.  From deep in the tunnel came forth the scared mewling sounds of a woman in jeopardy, and they were coming from the back of Cenda’s throat.

      Pavlina had heard her friend speak in sad tones, playful tones, and breathless tones in those times where she was overcome with excitement or delight.  But she had never heard Cenda make these sounds before—these subconscious protestations, these routed avowals of fear.

      The offending man withdrew a black canvas bag from his pocket, shook it to open it, and then he punched Cenda in the gut, bending her at the waist.  The second she leaned forward and gasped for air, he jammed the bag over her head, then grabbed her under her arm and walked her back from where he had come.  Pavlina watched her go.  Each step Cenda was forced to take looked uncertain, her movements unbalanced and forced, her white naked body barely visible in the darkness.

      When Cenda was gone, Pavlina fought back the tears.  As she stood there, shaking, trying to harness all that rage, she wondered if there was anything she could do.

      The van outside started, but then she heard the sounds of two more vehicles approaching.  Instantly, she froze.

      “Single-file!” one of the men barked at her.

      This was not the man who had taken her and ruined her.  This was the first man to arrive, the one who had ordered them to stand.

      The girls did as they were told, and then their wrists were bound with plastic ties zipped so tight they dug into their delicate skin.  When the girls’ wrists were sufficiently bound, the group was marched like prisoners through the ink-black tunnel and into the ice-cold night.

      The surrounding grounds smelled marshy, rich with the scents of earth, standing water, wet reeds, and mossy rocks.  She looked for some familiar sight.  There were visible landmarks but they were shadows against the sky, formless at night and largely unmemorable.  All around her were forests of trees and heavy underbrush.  Prague had always boasted a great abundance of greenery but never before had she seen the trees and shrubbery so thick or encroaching.

      The men divided them into three groups and then herded them toward the vans that served as veritable cattle cars.  Before being shoved into one of the three vans, Pavlina caught a glimpse of a Mercedes-Benz and the girl in the backseat.  She had a fur coat draped around her shoulders and a black bag covering her face.

      Cenda.

      Pavlina tried to see where the sedan was going but was finally pushed into her assigned van and warned to stay with the group.

      The large panel van had bench seats and heavily-tinted windows.  It was exposed metal, save for the plastic seating, and so cold the girls were all shivering.  Looking around, she felt her chances of escape diminishing.  Even if they drove in broad daylight through the busiest streets rather than empty streets in the dead of night, no one would see them, and no one would rescue them.

      “Where are we going?” a terrified young girl asked, the last girl to be put into Pavlina’s van.

      “You are going to the pen!” the man barked with laughter in his voice.  The pen: a place for pigs, cows, or sheep, or, in this case, abducted girls.

      The door to the van opened once more, and the familiar-looking boy climbed inside.  She remembered him by his tattooed fingers and his pale face.  A name floated into awareness: Petr.  He came and sat beside her, pushing her into the girl beside her.

      “What is this?” Pavlina asked quietly.

      “Shhh,” he said.

      “What’s happening, Petr?  Why are you doing this to us?”

      The man who had been sitting in the front passenger seat stood to half his height.  His back was rounded forward so as not to hit his head on the roof, but she knew he was not only tall but big-boned and mean-looking.  He walked back to Pavlina and promptly struck her face, the unexpected blow landing with such force, she blacked out.

      When she finally awakened, she realized that someone was carrying her over their shoulder.  She was outside, and her privates were being hit with a breeze so cool it seemed to have a numbing, drying-out effect on her.  She was not concerned with protecting her modesty as much as she was terrified of where she was being taken.

      Judging by the smell of the cologne, it was Petr carrying her through the night.  The cologne had been sexy and very masculine when she was high and when he was making love to her.  But now, it was utterly repulsive, an insult to her olfactory senses.

      She did not know where she was going, only that she felt shaky and disoriented.  Had she been drugged?  Or was this the effect of a knocked-out woman returning to consciousness?

      She was carried into an abandoned building that was obscenely large and that echoed their sounds from deep within the assembly.  There were beaten pillars, dusty concrete floors, and the shadows of garbage strewn about.  Above them, from what Pavlina could see when she craned her head upward, was corrugated-metal roofing with hundreds of dime and quarter-sized holes.  Parts of the night sky shone through.  In some places, she saw the muted glow of moonlight.

      Before Petr sat her down, Pavlina began to suffer the smells of the derelict space.  These were the sharp industrial odors of old concrete and metal and the greasy, rotting smell of fast food and animal carcasses.  There was also the smell of dirt and dried blood and the sour stench of body odor.  She fought back the revulsion but, so far, that had been a losing battle.

      When Petr sat her down, she pretended to be out cold.  Fortunately, he just left her there and walked away.  But all around her, she heard the shuffling sounds of little girls walking and of bodies being seated.

      One of the men spoke to the group.  He said, “Sit down and be quiet.  Anyone who tries to run will be shot, but we will also shoot one of your friends.”

      Everyone seemed to comply without the need for further explanation.

      The emptiness and neglect of the building left her feeling claustrophobic, and then a door shut, which left things as quiet as a tomb.  Had they been abandoned?  Sold?  Was this a drop-off, or were they only gone for a moment?  And if the girls were being sold, would someone pick them up and take them someplace else?  There were so many questions swirling around inside of her head.  The most important question of them all burned bright in her mind, the fear spreading through her like cancer.

      What will happen to me?

      No one spoke, but a few of the girls were sniffling until the man opened a door and screamed for them to shut up.

      The cold ate at them, as did the fear of the unknown, and then came the light tittering sounds of claws walking across the large expanse of the concrete floor.  Her skin broke into gooseflesh.  Rats.  Had the vermin smelled them?  And what were these rats used to eating?

      Farther into the darkness, they heard the sudden sounds of crying followed by the sounds of spraying water and scrubbing. Then something fell to the ground, something wooden and sharp, something that sounded like a stand-up scrub brush, or a push broom, falling over.

      Rows of lights suddenly illuminated the abandoned space, showing them graffiti and garbage, broken concrete floors, and rats, lots of rats.  The light chased them back to their holes, and one of the men shot at a few of them, sending a few of the girls into fits of shaking.  Something as harsh as the echo of a gunshot had a way of pushing people over the edge.  The minds of two girls beside her were suddenly gone, their awareness abandoned, some other construct of a personality arriving to suffer the hell that lay ahead.  It was strange to see this unnatural transformation take place and to know that you were also on the verge of disappearing yourself.  It was even eerier to watch it happen before your eyes.

      And then, from the room where the crying had taken place, two people emerged: Petr and Cenda.

      Cenda’s skin was bright pink and streaked with scratches she must have gotten from Petr’s incessant scrubbing, and her wet hair was hanging before her face.  Petr escorted the slightly chubby girl to a dark hallway that led to someplace far darker than this.  The last thing Pavlina heard were Cenda’s bare feet padding along the cold concrete floor away from her.

      Just then, behind them, the main door opened, and a rather large man in a black leather vest with black leather underwear walked inside.  The girls gasped, some of them making tiny, scared sounds.

      He was wearing a black leather mask that covered his entire head and zipped up from behind.  There were small cutouts for eyes and silver studs on the surface of the leather itself.  His arms were large but not well-defined, and there were tufts of black hair on his shoulders and down the backs of his triceps.  Adding to his hulking size was a big, hairy belly that held more than its fair share of food.  His legs were pale and slightly hairy, and his knees were solid but splotchy and raw-looking.  He wore leather sandals, and he had woodchips for toenails, almost like the nails had battled a corrosive form of fungus and lost.  Everything about his appearance was mean and nightmarish, and the chainsaw he carried beside him was a sight far worse than she could imagine.

      Her heart almost stopped beating, and time slowed to a crawl as he walked by.  He casually glanced over at her, that hideous gaze of his hitting her like a punch.  She only saw his eyes for a moment before breaking contact.  They were empty, soulless spheres devoid of life, a soul, any trace of humanity.

      Her gaze fell from his face to the chainsaw.  The sight of it was paralyzing.  She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t blink, and could not turn away.  All she could do was helplessly stare at this foul instrument of death.

      Blood crusted the harshest edges of the chainsaw’s teeth, and spatter marks dotted the long, flat surface of the blade.  Stuck in the teeth were strands of hair—some of it blonde, some of it brown.  All along the motor were rust spots, the kind that came from repeated exposure to copious amounts of blood.

      That something inside of her that was hanging onto some hope of survival split, cracked, and broke.  Despair flooded in, hopelessness crashing into her like waves beating against a rocky shoreline.  Her breathing became labored, her nostrils flared, and her cold, thin body shook with a bout of tremors she couldn’t stop.  Tears gathered in her eyes, then spilled over onto her cheeks, and what began as an uncontrolled whimper became fits of crying she couldn’t control.

      She was not the only one suffering this reaction.  More than a few of the girls in the group saw this hellish creature and his loathsome instrument, and like her, they fell into fits of sobbing that soon became a riot of screaming girls.

      The gunshot obliterated the silence.  The girl next to her fell over dead, her body collapsing on the dirty concrete floor.  Pavlina stared at the dead girl in shock, mesmerized by the blood as it pooled around her head.

      “Shut up!” Petr bellowed, the barrel of his silver revolver smoking.

      Seeing him in the harsh light—the angular face, the sharp nose, the hateful eyes—had her stomach roiling.  She hated the reddish-yellow in his hair and how it contrasted with his pale skin and thick eyebrows.  It made her violently ill thinking of him kissing her, him inside of her, him eating her out not knowing what he had in store for her.  This was not a beautiful boy’s face anymore.  To her, it was the face of the damn devil.

      “This will be an orderly event,” Petr said in a loud, authoritative voice, “or the chances of any of you getting out of here alive fall to zero, am I clear?”

      Everyone nodded even though Pavlina suspected that not all of them understood.  The big man had disappeared down the hallway, taking his leathers and his chainsaw with him.  Aside from the horror of first seeing him, that hard electric edge that cut through her moments ago began to soften.  Even the other girls seemed less agitated now that he was gone.

      One girl who might be losing her mind stood to run, but then she stopped, almost like she was considering this tactic for the first time.  Or, perhaps she was weighing the consequences the others would have to face if she left.

      “SIT DOWN!” Petr suddenly roared, jarring her nerves.  She spun around, terror contorting her face, and then she sat and lowered her head, hoping not to get shot.  Satisfied, Petr stepped out of the room to talk to another man.

      Pavlina tried chasing the worst thoughts out of her head, but the cold continued to nag at her, working its way into her skin, seeping into her bones.  Bad thoughts and misery, along with physical cold and humiliation, put a fine point on the terror she now felt.  That was when she noticed the black and gray cables snaking down the hallway.  They seemed to be going where both Cenda and the beast with the chainsaw had gone moments earlier.

      Her uncle was a Hollywood producer that she had visited every summer for the last four summers.  She had been invited to his movie sets enough times to know what wires like that in a building like this meant: someone was filming something.

      And then there was screaming echoing from down the hallway.  Startled, Pavlina jumped.  The shrieks of terror were coming from close by or maybe far away.  The reverberating sounds in the open building were confusing, deceptive.  But then the screams were interrupted by a shotgun blast, and finally, the sounds of a chainsaw starting.

      The girls started to cry again.  Was this to be their fate?  Was this to be her fate as well?

      She was scared of many things, like getting robbed or raped or maybe even being homeless.  She was even scared that her mother would suddenly die.  But through all of this, she would have never known that something this vile could be her end.

      Deeper inside the mammoth structure, she heard Cenda cry out, and then she listened to her friend break into a fit of frantic cursing.  There was a mania to her voice that was fueled by hysteria.  Then, what made it worse was that a new set of screams emerged—screams that sounded like Cenda.

      “No,” she heard her trembling mouth say.  Tears skipped off of her cheeks, dripping onto her bare breasts and thighs.

      The screaming stopped, as did the swearing, but then it sounded like someone was trying to choke the girl to death, and then there was the buzzing sound of the chainsaw.

      Pavlina felt her bowels loosen, her urine pooling all around her, warming the spots where her body was pressed into the concrete.  Inside, she felt such heavy pressure, like her soul was trying to detach from her body.  This cold, dreadful evil was unfathomable and so suffocating.   How could something of this magnitude exist?  It does not matter how it exists, she told herself, only that it most certainly does exist.

      Pavlina started to shake again and then cry, and that was when—for the first time in her adult life—she began to pray to a God in whom she had just recently started to believe.  She only hoped that He did exist and that, somehow, He would spare her from this hell and the hell that was to come.
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Jirina Issová

        

      

    

    
      When Pavlina didn’t come home on time, Jirina began to worry.  When she failed to check-in by 2 a.m., her worry doubled.  She called Pavlina’s phone several more times, but each time her call went to voicemail.  She was starting to get upset.  She left multiple messages, and each time, she tried to mask the worry in her voice.  Finally, she started calling Cenda’s cell phone.  To her dismay, she received the same response.  At that point, there was no hiding the concern in her voice, for it found its way into the messages she left the girl.

      With no place left to turn, she called Karel, Cenda’s father.  She had to talk with him.  He had to be worried, for he was a widower as well.  But was he handling things better than she was?  Because it was all she could do to keep from throwing up!  He didn’t answer his phone either.  She tried again, getting the same result.  She left a message, then hung up and tried to figure out how to offload all of her anxiety.  This wasn’t easy with her being a chronic worrier.

      Her anxiety had started when Pavlina’s father left and she was forced to navigate this world as a single parent.  Her neurosis got worse when she saw what a lovely young woman Pavlina had become.  At that point, older men started to look at her as a woman, even though she was still a child to Jirina.

      Two a.m. came and went, which put Jirina into a fit of tears, and then 3:00, 3:30, and 4:00, and still no word from either girl or Karel.

      Sometime before sunrise, exhaustion took over, her body gave out, and—against her will—she drifted off to sleep.

      Dark, early morning turned to day, then the day turned to night, and still, Jirina hadn’t heard from Pavlina.  She called all of her daughter’s associates, her boss from her work, even Karel more than a few times.  No one had seen the girls, and Karel still wasn’t returning her calls.

      But then the phone rang, she recognized the number, and she picked it up right away.

      “Karel,” she said.

      “Jirina, hello,” he replied.  He sounded weary as well.  “I ran my battery out trying to reach the girls.  I only now got your messages.”

      “Are they with you?” she asked, frenzied, chewing her fingers.

      “Dear God, I was hoping they were with you.”

      She started to cry and he was gentleman enough to try to soothe her even though it had to be hell on him as well.

      “Did the girls tell you where they were going last night?” he asked.

      “Ankali and then Karlovy Lázně.”

      “We should start looking there,” he said.  “Can I come and pick you up or do you want to meet me here?”

      “You can pick me up,” she said.  “I’ll try calling everyone again.”

      Jirina made the round of calls again, trying to be polite, but worry had flooded her voice and she was no longer trying to hide her panic.  She was already imagining that the most horrible things were happening to her only child, a habit that sent her into yet another crushing fit of tears and hysteria.

      When she heard the knock at the door, she tried to pull herself together but it was already too late for that.  Her eyes were swollen and red-rimmed, her nose was bright and runny, and her cheeks were stained with the tracks of way too many tears.

      When she opened the door to Karel he looked at her and said, “They’ll be okay.”  But she didn’t believe him.  He stepped in and hugged her, and she held onto him like a survival float in turbulent seas, and then she got embarrassed and stepped back.

      “I’m so sorry to burden you, I’m just scared,” she said.  “Our girls are not this irresponsible, which is why I fear something terrible has happened to them.”

      “We’ll find them,” Karel said again, reassuring her.

      When they left, Jirina locked the door and followed Karel to his car.  The inside of the vehicle smelled like cigarettes and cheap air freshener, and though the car was clean, time and use had done it no favors.

      They drove out to Prague 10, heading for Ankali.  When they arrived, several of the employees setting up for the night said they had seen the girls.  No one knew where they went, which only seemed to amplify their fears.

      “Did you see them leave with anyone?” Karel asked.

      Heads shook.

      With every single question, the heads shook.

      No one seemed to know anything, but at least they had a starting point.

      Together, Jirina and Karel began constructing a timeline in the hopes that they could get a clear picture of the evening.

      After speaking with the employees, they questioned the club’s early arrivers.  With them, however, they hit a dead-end.

      Having had no luck at Ankali, the two of them headed to Karlovy Lázně.  When Jirina saw the imposing size of the fifteenth-century building and the club within, she fought back nausea and tried not to get too overwhelmed.  They worked their way through the staff, showing them photos of their girls, but no one claimed to have seen them.  Finally, they spoke with the manager, who said they could watch video footage from the prior evening.  They wanted to see the front door surveillance footage first, just to make sure the girls even showed up there.

      With the club manager’s permission, Jirina and Karel watched the footage in silence.  The time rolled by too quickly with no sign of the girls.  When they reached the closing hour with no leads to speak of, Jirina could not help feeling more hopeless by the minute.

      "They never came here," Karel said.

      “We have to go back to Ankali,” Jirina replied.

      They returned to the first club and started questioning the new wave of patrons.  The manager was kind enough to let Jirina and Karel look for answers, but he intervened after a guest complained.

      “Ten more minutes, no more,” the man said.

      “Thank you,” Jirina said.

      Karel asked a young boy if he’d seen their daughters.  The kid looked at the photo of Pavlina and Cenda, and he said, “Yeah, I saw them.  They left with a girl and a guy.”

      “Do you know this couple they left with?” Karel asked.

      The boy shook his head.  But then he said, “They were…things were kind of…I don’t know how to say it with you being their parents.”

      “Just say it,” Jirina said, on the verge of tears.

      “I’ve seen the couple before, so they’re locals, but there are a lot of locals here.  Well, maybe not a lot, but more than you would expect for a place that can sometimes stand in complete contradiction to everything that Prague represents.”

      “Is that what you were worried about telling us?” Karel asked.

      The boy shook his head.  “No, it was the way the couple was with them.  It’s the way they were with your daughters.”

      Jirina was about to scream.

      “They were sexual, you know?  Like maybe they were high or something?  Everyone was watching them dance, but that’s because the girl with the guy…she wasn’t afraid that her tits were being pulled out in front of everyone.”

      “Dear God,” Karel muttered.

      The kid’s face reddened as he said this, and that was when Jirina tried but failed to stifle her tears.  She wiped her face angrily then said, “I need the best description of these two that you can manage.”

      The boy told her everything he could remember.  After that, the manager politely said, “I think it’s time to go.  People come here to have fun, not talk about a possible kidnapping.”

      Jirina and Karel thanked the man and then returned to the car.  Instead of starting the engine, Karel looked over at her and said, “Our daughters are missing.  We need to call the police.”

      She wiped her eyes again, nodding in agreement.

      They went to the nearest police station, but by then, Jirina was in a fog.  All she kept thinking was: This can’t be happening.

      But it was.

      “Excuse me,” someone said, in her face.

      Her eyes cleared, and she realized she was speaking with a policeman.  He started asking her questions, and though her answers were precise, Jirina was cold and emotionless.  It was as if she were disconnected from herself and spinning out of control.  For a second, she couldn’t even feel her face.

      “We don’t have crimes like this happen in Prague,” the policeman was saying.

      “You don’t until you do,” she replied.

      “Statistically, this is one of the safest cities in all of Europe,” the policeman said, his eyes kind and reassuring.

      “I don’t want your assurances,” she said, snapping out of her haze.  “I want my daughter.”

      “Again, Prague as a city, even Czechia as a country, is one of the safest places in the world for locals and tourists alike.  People who disappear always emerge.  They are probably just nursing hangovers.”

      “What about that girl who was cut up and left in bags outside the US Embassy?” Jirina said, her emotions suddenly flaring.  “Did you say the same thing to her parents that you’re saying to me?”

      “That was an international incident and a political matter,” he said, the warmth leaving his eyes.  “One cannot pin the blemish of another country upon our backs.”

      “Everyone knows about this incident,” she snapped.  Then, she tried to calm down.  It wasn’t working.  “Do you think they could be related?”

      “I’m sorry, but you are taking a missing person, maybe, and trying to turn it into a murder,” he said genially.  “These are large leaps.”

      Gently, Karel asked, “What if this is the start of something new?  Crime is slowly rising, and criminals prey on the weak and unsuspecting.  We are unsuspecting.”

      “If your daughters do not return in the next couple of days, then we’ll make it official.  Until then, we will not taint our reputation with these unproven fears.”

      Jirina shot out of her chair.  “They’re substantiated!  My daughter is missing!  She was seen leaving with locals!”

      “Locals have no reason to do this,” the policeman said calmly.  “And what do you think anyone would want with your daughters anyway?”

      “How do I know?” she cried.  “But I can list off my worries if that’s what you want to hear.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?” Jirina cried.

      “How many kids do you have?” Karel asked.

      “I chose not to have children,” the policeman said, color flooding his cheeks.

      The frown on Jirina’s face deepened, and she knew she was getting nowhere.  “That explains a lot,” she said, her words cold and judgmental.  “Until you have a child of your own, you can’t understand a mother’s worry.”

      “I’m sure they’ll turn up,” the policeman said as if the matter was final.  “But if in two days they don’t show, I will be on shift, and I will file the paperwork myself.”

      Karel finally got upset.  “I don’t want paperwork filed.  I want my daughter found!  Her daughter too.  These are two responsible young women!”

      “You’ll need to leave until you can calm down,” the policeman finally said, standing up and putting a hand on his Taser.  Beside them, another policeman reached for his Taser, sending a clear message to Jirina and Karel.

      Undeterred, Karel stood in the cop’s face and said, “Until my daughter is found, I will not calm down!”

      “If you do not leave, I will have you arrested for disturbing the peace,” the policeman said quietly.

      “Well, we can’t have that,” Jirina replied.  “How would your crime statistics look then?”

      “That was a cheap shot,” the policeman said, genuinely hurt.

      “Let’s go, Karel,” Jirina finally said, touching his arm to calm him.  “This is a waste of our time.”
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      Single-minded focus was what she needed.  What got her arrested in the first place, just before Leopold found her, were her short temper and her carelessness.  Now that she was settling into this new career, she had adopted a new mission: be smart, be badass, don’t get killed.  That was her mantra.  The same mantra she took with her to the gym and Krav Maga every day.

      Be smart.  Be badass.  Don’t get killed.

      As she was working out, hustling harder than these little gym broads with their cute butts, athletic titties, and flat tummies, she was sweating out weakness, fear, and pain.  If she failed this time around, it would not be like blowing a first date or not getting laid.  Losing for Cira was being raped, cut into pieces, and stuffed into a dumpster.

      This was a tough life, but she had asked for it, and Leopold had given it to her.  Saving kids, rescuing families, killing bad guys…it all came at a price.  Never before had she known such highs, but good Lord, the lows were abysmally brutal!  She learned this fact from Atlas.  The man had it far worse than any of them, except maybe Kiera, but Kiera was the sharpest blade in the box, a flat-out killing machine.  The girl felt nothing, and she was super-hardcore.  But even super-hardcore was not hardcore enough for her.

      That was why Cira wanted to be like Kiera.  So she worked out two times a day in the gym and did Krav four times a week.  She needed to know how to handle skilled men with knives and guns.  That meant she needed to know how to cut someone with animal efficiency and how to confiscate a loaded gun should one ever be pulled on her.

      Both acts required skill, strength, and confidence.  That took time and hard work.  And though you could practice killing someone without hesitation in mock battle, it was envisioning it in the mind that helped make one’s actions happen automatically in the real world.  Most importantly, Cira needed to know how to move quickly from one target to the next, not missing a beat, not botching a kill.  This was where so many weekend warriors got trapped.  This was also what Atlas told her in Juárez: to stay alive in a life-or-death situation, you had to kill quickly, escalate through your targets, and have eyes everywhere.

      Yeah, this was her life.  She loved it, feared it, and owned it.

      “There’s something about your workout ethic that blows doors on all of these other girls,” one of the gym rats said as he stood beside her.  She cast him a weak glance, raised an eyebrow.  He was cute, ripped, not sweating too hard, but hard enough to let her know that he came to the gym to work out and not chase tail.  And yet, there he was…

      “Fuck off,” she said.

      “Jeez,” he replied, backing off.  “I was just—”

      “Well, don’t,” she replied, grabbing the weights.  “Thank you, but don’t.”

      He walked off, embarrassed.  Cira’s little outburst caused a scene, but it was for the best.  She was no gym bunny, and the sooner the dicks in the club knew this, the sooner she could get on to being her most lethal self.  If she aspired to be at Kiera’s level one day, she could not fall for anyone’s charm.  That much was clear.  These gym rats fronted all the time, pretending to be someone they weren’t.  Case in point: involving herself with a civilian while living this life could be hazardous to everyone's health.  Everyone was a potential threat and a potential target.  Why?  This was not the white-collar world of corporate finance or even the cloak-and-dagger world of espionage.  She was in the murder business, the setting-an-example-for-others business, the getting-back-at-motherfuckers business.

      While lying in bed with Atlas after that brutal run in Juárez he had told her these things and more.  He let her know that working in the field meant unleashing that dark, cold, calculating side within.  It meant knowing how to go operational in a hot second because your and every other person’s life depended on you not fucking things up royally.

      In Juárez, she got her hands dirty.  She killed that crooked Fed, the guy whose bowel obstruction she cleared by running over him at the border.  That was how she knew that Atlas was right about the things he was saying.  When the adrenaline had worn off, she found she had so many questions about the man she had killed.  Was he married?  Did he have kids?  Was he a good person pushed to do bad things to survive?

      She quickly found out the answers because she needed to, and some of them bothered her immensely.  Agent Otis Fykes was a single father with a special needs daughter.  This uncomfortable reality had hit her hard.  Cira had managed to get in touch with the woman caring for the child only to learn she went into CPS as a temporary ward of the state.  That had happened overnight.

      As a quiet favor to her, Cira asked Codrin to keep track of the man’s daughter, to make sure she was cared for.  He promised to keep tabs on her.  This helped assuage some of Cira’s guilt, but beyond feeling bad for the little girl, there wasn’t much to feel guilty about.  Fykes had been a piece of shit and a corrupt Fed.  After Sydney Fox and her girls were kidnapped, he had helped move them over the border into Juárez.

      Cira was on her third set of dumbbell curls when she saw Warden Fabian Dicampli’s photo on the national news.  The caption read: “NorCal State Prison warden, Fabian Dicampli, found murdered in his home.”

      She set down the dumbbells and looked up at the TV.

      “Nice ass,” someone said behind her.

      “I’m into girls,” she said, not even looking at him.

      “See, we already have something in common.  What are you looking at?”

      “Ten to life in a supermax prison for what I do to you if you don’t piss off,” she said.  She was busy following the news story.  In her peripheral vision, she saw her admirer walk away.  He looked dejected but unbroken.   Whoever had complimented her butt sounded like he was put up to it by his buddies which was the reason she rebuffed him.  She knew an honest compliment when she heard it, and this was not it.

      When she was done with her workout, she went to the women’s lockers, wiped the sweat from her face, then took a quick shower and changed clothes.  Wasting no time, she grabbed her things and left the gym.

      On the way out, she heard a couple of guys talking to her.  She was already amped up from the workout, her veins overloaded with adrenaline, and now worried about other things, specifically, her and Leopold’s ability to compromise another warden now that Dicampli was dead.  If they couldn’t turn the new warden, they would never get Atlas out of prison.  This could jeopardize future operations, which had her ready to spin.  All she wanted was to call Leopold and see what he knew of the murder.

      Then she heard the snide comment: “What a bitch.”

      She stopped, turned around, and made a beeline for a pack of three guys who were too good-looking to like.

      “Who said it?” she asked.

      “I did,” the tallest of the guys said.

      “You the one who commented on my ass, too?” she asked.

      “You bet I am,” he replied, proud of it.

      “Thanks for noticing,” she told him.  Leaning forward fast, she flicked her wrist and snapped two fingers off his junk, causing the smart-ass to lean forward and groan.  Quick as lightning, she grabbed his face, smiled, and then kissed him on the mouth like a boss.

      She shoved his face away and said, “See you pussies next time.”

      The laughing and whistling put a much-needed smile on her face, but reality set back in, and she knew she needed to contact Leopold.  Whoever killed the warden just made life very difficult for her and Atlas in the future.

      In the car, she dialed Leopold.  He answered on the fourth ring.  She thought her call was being sent to voice mail which pissed her off, but then he answered, and she found she could breathe again.

      “Hello, good looking,” he said, being uncharacteristically charming.

      “Did you see the news about Warden Dicampli?” she asked.  “Someone flat-lined his ass.”

      “Oh,” he said like he couldn’t give less of a shit, “That’s interesting.  Well, he wasn’t a very good warden in the first place.”

      “Are you drunk?” she asked.

      “Should I be?”

      “Fabian Dicampli is dead,” she said slowly, enunciating the last two words as if her employer and friend were suffering cognitive impairment.

      “I heard you the first time,” he said.

      She stopped, thought about his odd behavior, and then something started to click inside.  Was this…did he…?

      She pulled to a stop at a major intersection, then prepared to wait an eternity for the red light to turn green.

      “You sound like you’re about to lose your cool,” Leopold said.

      “Just got done at the gym.”

      “Impressive,” he said.

      “No one is impressed if a hot girl goes to the gym,” she replied.  “But you wanted me to take this seriously, so I am.  You said I should get my hands dirty, so I did.  After the shit that went down in Juárez, I know I need to up my game.  I know that time is working against me and that going operational means building a framework of proven, repeatable methods of violence I can use for many different situations and scenarios.”

      “Again,” he said.  “I’m impressed.”

      “Do you know what happened to the warden?” she asked.

      “Not really,” he said casually.

      Sitting at the red light, still waiting for it to turn green, she started tapping the steering wheel, her aggression building.

      A guy with a handmade “Help Needed” sign had a look of tough times all over his face and body.  He was walking the line of cars looking for help, for a handout.   Cira rolled down the window, smiled, then gave him a $20 bill.  This simple act of kindness seemed to settle her nerves some.

      “Maybe we should meet in person,” Leopold said.

      “What did you have in mind?” she teased.

      “Not that,” he laughed.

      “You suck, Leopold, you know that, right?”

      “Pack an overnight bag,” he said.  “I’ll make up the guest room.”

      “I can’t stay long.  I have a life, you know.”

      “Same here,” he said.

      “Why am I coming?” she asked.

      “We’re going to Callie Fox’s funeral.  Would you like to accompany me?  You can go your own way from there if that’s what you want.”

      “I was going to ask about that,” Cira said, more of her aggression waning.

      She thought about Callie a lot, about what went wrong in Juárez.  She was still trying to imagine a scenario where they could have saved the girl.

      “Sydney was kind enough to extend the invitation to both of us,” Leopold said.

      “I was wondering about that,” Cira said.

      “I had a dream,” he said.

      “You and Martin Luther King, Jr.”

      “Stop playing, Cira,” he replied.  “Let me tell you about it.”

      The light turned green, and the cars began to move.  Cira breathed a sigh of relief, not sure when she had become so uptight or if there was a way to mitigate it during regular life.  Yoga, meditation, acupuncture, massage therapy?

      “Fine,” she said.  “Go ahead.”

      Leopold told her that he had a bad dream about Callie, about her body being cut into steak-sized pieces and how her face was white and lifeless.  These were all matters of fact, not just dreams spun out of fiction.  But then, he said that Callie’s right eye wouldn’t quit looking at him.  It was as if her death was his fault; as if she had been slaughtered because of him.

      “That’s messed up,” Cira said.

      “Yeah,” Leopold replied, his voice soft, his mind still half-dragged into the memory of that dream.  She had been having nightmares as well, but hers were different altogether.

      “What are you thinking?” Cira asked.  Meaning, why are you telling me this?

      He cleared his throat but didn’t speak right away.  He measured his words, which could mean their conversation was likely being recorded in some NSA database.  Then again, it could be as simple as him trying to gather his thoughts.

      “I can’t let this go,” he said.  “I’ve been in a state of inebriation since Juárez, and I’ll probably stay like this until I do the right thing.”

      “Which is?” she asked.

      “This job in Juárez, those motherfuckers who took Callie, we have to find them.”

      “And then?”

      “You know what,” he said.

      She knew just fine.  Callie’s murder had bothered her, too.  Sydney Fox hadn’t just lost her husband and daughter.  Congressman Camden Fox had betrayed the family by staging a kidnapping he couldn’t control.  This resulted in insufferable horrors, the worst of which was finding their daughter cut into pieces in Prague.  The girl had been stuffed like garbage into black plastic bags then dumped on the street in front of the US Embassy.

      “Are we freelancing now?” she asked.

      “Let’s talk when you get here,” he replied.  “I have quite a bit of drinking to do.”

      “I’ll start packing when I get home.  I’m looking forward to seeing you, Leopold, and I miss being with the team.”

      “That’s the right feeling,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      The nice thing about working for a nine-figure millionaire was the perks.  God, there were so many!  In the case of her employment with Leopold, having a Gulfstream G650 at your disposal only to be picked up in a brand new Bentley was beyond dreamy.  The flight was cozy, but the drive to the Wentworth estate was a step above.  And when Cira arrived at her destination, Leopold greeted her with open arms, a drink, and a whiskey kiss.  Meaning he kissed her cheek and the whiskey fumes burned her eyes and tickled her nostrils.  Aside from the boozy missed kiss, that level of pampering was enough to make her smile.

      “You need to try this,” he said, handing her a tumbler with amber liquid.

      She took the glass, smelled it, then said, “This smells like peanut butter.”

      “It’s peanut butter whiskey,” he said.  “It’s divine.”

      She took a swallow, let the warmth travel the length of her throat, and then she smiled as the peanut butter flavor followed.

      “My God,” she said.

      “Right?”

      She followed him into the kitchen where there was a meal spread out before them.

      “Are we having a party tonight?” she asked.

      “I ordered a larger meal so the staff could join us,” he said.  “You should meet them, they’re great!”

      “Am I part of the staff?” she asked.

      “Of course not,” he replied.  He filled her glass with more whiskey, then smiled and said, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Leopold was a 53-year-old multi-millionaire playboy and the worst kind: handsome, fit, well-spoken when he wanted to be, a smart-ass on the side, and single.

      Very single.

      She only had one problem with Leopold, and that was her attraction to him.  Ever since he found her, bailed her out of jail, and had Codrin fix her record, she felt a fierce loyalty to him.  But she also thought she understood him.  Favors like the one Leopold did for her were not done without the expectation of returned favors.  She thought she would be his mistress, or his girlfriend, or even his fuck-buddy, but she could not have been more wrong.

      “I found you after looking at thousands of women like you,” he had said to her.  “And do you know what?”

      She had been burning with curiosity.

      “I’m going to give your life meaning and purpose, and as a result, you will never want for anything again.”

      She thought he was talking about sex and being spoiled, so she let herself dream of a grand romance with him: the breakfasts in bed, the expensive dinners, and Broadway plays.  But none of this came to fruition, and her silly dreams died hard.   Only when Atlas gave her what she needed most—sex, a voice, and then adoration—did she come to accept that she would not be Leopold’s girlfriend, his fiancée, or his wife.

      When he had asked her to come to his home earlier that day, she assumed their visit would be platonic.  After all, this was how he had been with her since the beginning of their working relationship.  But then he sent the plane, sent the car, and then he filled her glass with whiskey.  This was all very charming, and it reminded her of her early dreams, but she knew that it was naïve to think there would be more, so she tempered her excitement.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?” she asked, taking another delightful sip.

      He leaned her way—his breath dusted with peanut butter but stinking of whiskey—and he tried to whisper to her.  To her dismay, his voice sounded just as shaky and embarrassing as any sorority girl who couldn’t handle her first fill of wine coolers.

      “I want someone to cry with,” he said.  “Someone who understands Juárez the way I understand it.”

      “Jesus, Leo,” she said, using Atlas’ nickname for him, “grow a sack.”

      He sputtered out a rip of laughter, but then he invited the staff in for dinner, and he managed to compose himself.

      They ate, Leopold stopped drinking, and everyone talked and laughed together.  The staff and the over-the-top meal provided a wonderful distraction from reality.  It could be exhausting thinking about the horrors of the job and all the little things that haunted her and Leopold.

      “I just want you to know how much I love you,” Leopold told the staff, “and that I am so grateful to have you that I wanted Cira to share you with me.”

      Their warm reaction told Cira that Leopold was good to his people, which was what she had already come to suspect.  Despite the cold manner in which he wanted to deliver justice to the deeply corrupt, Leopold Wentworth had a bright, generous side.  She liked that about him.  It was one of his more charming qualities.

      When dinner was over, she and Leopold retreated to the back patio for drinks and cigars.  Cira drank half of what Leopold drank and smoked only half of her cigar.  She could not and would not ruin her diet for these petty indulgences, tempting as they were.

      “I think I’m ready to turn in for the night,” he finally said.

      “Same,” she replied, exhausted.  “Before we go, I need to know something.”

      Leopold only smiled.  Even in the low light, she could see his wet, bloodshot eyes.

      “Did you do it?” she asked.

      Somehow he knew she was asking about Warden Dicampli.  He nodded his response, a smile on his face, his eyes softening to the point of looking relaxed.

      “For the love of God,” she said.  “And here I was all bothered about it.”

      “He stopped playing ball,” Leopold said.  “So I shot him.  Twice in the heart and once in the head.  The Wentworth Triple.”

      “There will be a new warden,” she said.

      “We’ll break him the same way we broke Dicampli.”

      “Only if he’s dirty.”

      “Have I taught you nothing, Cira?” he asked in a booze-addled voice.  “Nearly everyone in power is dirty.  They only get to the highest positions if someone has both dirt and leverage on them.  So we’ll find that dirt and we’ll find that leverage, and then we will exploit them the same way someone else exploited them.”

      “That’s a pretty jaded outlook on life.”

      “Call it what you want,” he said, his eyelids bobbing.  “These are just matters of life.”

      “So what are we going to do about Callie Fox’s murder?” she asked.

      “I’m going to Prague.”

      She sat upright, her eyes clearing.  “You are?  When?”

      “When I’ve got all my ducks in a row.”

      “Are you taking the team?”

      He thought about it, then smiled, and that smile became laughter.  He held up his hand and said, “Sorry, I’m sorry.”

      “You’re fine,” she said.

      “I’m going in alone, and if I need a team, you’ll be on standby to round them up.”

      “You can’t go into this world half-cocked,” she warned.  “Look at Esty and Yergha.  They were almost killed in Juárez.  And the first job…I mean, for God’s sake…Yergha ended up in the hospital for how long?”

      He waved it off and said, “I’m in the game now, Cira.  Just like you.  Don’t you see that?  We’re not like Yergha, Esty, Atlas, or Kiera.  We’re normal people wanting an abnormal adventure, and we’re getting it.”

      “I just thought I was going to be your wife,” she said.  “I didn’t think I’d be the second chair to an assassination squad.”

      He sputtered out another laugh, then threw up his hands and said, “Surprise!”

      She got up to go to her room.  The day was long enough without him making fun of her.

      “Wait, Cira, please.  Just wait!”

      She stopped but refused to turn around.  She did not want to see him, not after such a painful confession.  And not after he had so flippantly laughed at her.

      “I’ve got Codrin digging into Callie’s death.  He’s going to gather a list of names and maybe see if we can find the people involved in this.  We will need human intelligence to work those leads if he can’t be more helpful.  I don’t need the team for that.  Not right away.”

      “Don’t you think we should figure out who the new warden of NorCal is so I can find a way back in?”

      “Well, sure,” he said like it was nothing.

      She shook her head, her eyes closing on their own.  She opened them and put a hand on the pillar beside her.  The whiskey and cigar buzz was more potent than she had anticipated.

      “You didn’t do your due diligence on the new warden already?” she asked.

      “I’m consumed with the bachelor’s life and trying to shrug off this shittiness I feel.  This thing about Callie…”

      “I get that,” she said, turning around to face him.  She folded her arms, started to tip over, then put her hand on the pillar once more for stability.

      “It’s the dreams, Cira.  I keep seeing Callie and the warden—both of them dying, both sobbing, both just staring at me with that awful death rattle.  It’s like I’m haunted by them, by all of these memories we never even made.”

      “I know,” she said.

      “It doesn’t feel like I thought it would.”

      “Atlas says you need more of it to get used to it, and even then, he says you will never really get used to it.  I felt the same thing.”

      “I need you to keep a secret,” he said.

      “Okay.”

      “You need to keep it from Atlas when we see him next.”

      She paused, frowning, “It better not be a big one.”

      “It is.”

      “Is this how you will be operating with all of us?” she asked, disappointed.  “You telling the secrets of one team member to another?”

      “No, just you, about just him.”

      “Fine.”

      “I have a sinking suspicion—or is that a sneaking suspicion?—anyway, I think Scotty and Jackson might have found Atlas’ daughter, Alabama.”

      Her heart started pumping, but she restrained herself, playing it cool even though this was not the kind of secret you keep from a person like Atlas.

      “I know her name,” Cira said.

      “I’m not sure what to do about Atlas when Alabama is back with her mother, Jade.”

      “I know her name, too,” Cira said, her heart beating like crazy now.  “What if Alabama is being hurt or abused right now?”

      “I trust Scotty enough to think he’ll do the right thing with or without my permission.  But that is if he has found her and if she is in trouble.”

      “Do you think she’s still with Apple White?” Cira asked.

      He shrugged his shoulders and said, “I already told you I think Scotty is keeping this information to himself.”

      “So, he might not even be looking for her?”

      “When we were in Juárez, I offered Scotty a performance bonus, a carrot to chase, and I think this time he wants that bonus.  So, I suspect that if he’s not working another case, he and Jackson still have their feet on the gas.”

      “What was the carrot?”

      Leopold drained the remainder of his whisky in a single swallow.  “A shit ton of extra money if he found Alabama while we were in Mexico.”

      “But that is your only leverage over Atlas.”

      “I know, but it’s his daughter.”

      Hearing him say this, knowing he was putting the child before his desires, was encouraging.  Then again, if he hadn’t put children first over everything, this group might not even exist.

      “If they’ve found her,” Cira said, “if Scotty knows where Alabama is and we’re just waiting for another job to spring her from this…hell she’s endured…”

      “I’m hoping he found her,” Leopold said.

      “Atlas is going to want to kill her, this Apple White broad.  You know that, don’t you?”

      “Not kill,” he said, his tone darkening.  “Slaughter.”

      “I can’t see him doing that, killing a woman,” Cira said.  But she wasn’t sure.  “Can you see him doing that?”

      He nodded with confidence.  “I believe he’s full of equal-opportunity vengeance.  This woman and her son stole his child and ruined his entire life.”

      Changing the subject, she said, “Do you think Scotty is qualified to judge this situation?”

      “He’s more than qualified.”

      “Is he on retainer?”

      “Yes,” Leopold said, stumbling slightly at the door.  He caught himself, but he didn’t seem to even notice.  “He hasn’t been tasked with anything right now.”

      “If you’ve got him on retainer, why isn’t he tasked with anything?”

      “It’s that performance bonus,” Leopold said.  “He went after it last time, but he missed it.  He needs the money.  His wife…she’s not good for him, and he’s not good for her.  Money will likely free them of each other, or their money problems, or both.”

      “Money is good like that,” she said.  “The great problem solver.”

      “I like Scotty and want him full-time if I can get the work to justify this.  If not, I’ll still keep him on retainer.”

      “What makes you think he found her?”

      “I think if he hasn’t found her, he’s about to.  I don’t think he’s stopped looking, not since Juárez.  When the man wants to solve a mystery, he hates having his leash yanked.  This is what makes him so good.  He can’t sleep until he’s come to the end of his mystery.”

      “What have you been doing since we returned?”

      “Fucking and drinking,” he said.

      “Sadly, I’ve never made it to your sex party, drinking or otherwise,” she teased.

      Looking at him, she still wanted him, but not like she used to.  The potency was wearing off.  And all of this drinking, what was that about?  The joys of inebriation, or was he trying to take the edge off of what he had done?  The man wasn’t stable.  That had her thinking about him going to Prague alone.  What the hell was he thinking?

      “We talked about sex between us,” Leopold warned.

      “Of course,” she replied.  Leopold told her he didn’t want to ruin a great working relationship by muddying the waters with sex.  “I don’t recall being satisfied with that conversation, but that’s neither here nor there.”

      “Did you sleep with Atlas?” he asked.

      “You know I did.”

      “Yeah, well, jealousy goes both ways.”

      “Now you’re jealous?”

      “A bit.”

      She grinned then said, “Switching topics again, you’d better start training if you want to stay in the game.  And Prague?  I mean, these are monsters of a different caliber.”

      “I’ll have Atlas and Kiera as backup, same with Yergha and Esty if they’re ready to go.”

      “When was the last time you spoke with Kiera?” she asked.

      “Isabelle said she’s out on loan right now.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Part of my deal,” he replied, waving a hand like the idea of not having control bothered him, but he wasn’t ready to talk about it.

      “Why would you negotiate such a jacked-up deal?”

      Leopold took a long moment to frown at her.  And when he started to sway, she caught him, stood him up, then told him to focus on not falling over like an embarrassing drunk.

      Ignoring her jab, he said, “It was me taking advantage of the former administration’s stance on world peace.  I am a little tiny fish in a world full of sharks and whales.  The fact that we can even get Kiera at all is freaking amazing.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.  I’m going to settle into my room.  Oh, and by the way”—she said, leaving him on the patio—“I’m amazing in bed.  Atlas will attest to that.”

      “I trust you,” he said.  He had an amusing look on his face, like a kid who missed out on a shit ton of candy.

      “Looks like the man who has everything can’t have everything,” she mused.  And with a playful wink, she left him standing there, slack-jawed and swaying.
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      The following morning, armed with a cup of coffee, two pieces of dry toast, three Ibuprofen tablets on the counter, and a clean shot of whiskey, Leopold called Damien Stone.  Stone, a long-time friend of the Fox family and a well-connected congressman, answered the phone.

      “Leopold Wentworth,” the man exclaimed with that big southern charm, “what can I do for you?”

      “I’m calling about Callie Fox,” he said.

      The man paused, then said, “Terrible business.  Terrible business.  Are you going to be at the funeral?”

      “Yes, sir, I am.  And you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Listen, if you would be so kind, I’m trying to chase down some information on Callie Fox as it relates to Prague.  The closer I get to the source at the embassy, the better.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Do you mind running me up the ladder on your end?” Leopold asked.  “I’m having a hard time letting this thing go, and the government doesn’t seem to be taking an active interest in her death.”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said, delighted.  “Whatever I can do to help.”

      “Who contacted you about Callie?” Leopold asked.

      He popped the Ibuprofen into his mouth and chased them with the whiskey.  He suffered an involuntary shudder, and then he fought the urge to puke.  Even worse, it felt like someone had drilled into his skull with a corkscrew.

      “Secretary of state, Morgan Finch,” he said.

      “Can I get her number?” Leopold asked, squeezing his temples.  “Her personal line, perhaps?”

      “I’ll have her call you,” Stone replied.  “I think that will be a cleaner connection.  And I’ll pave the way for you and let her know that you’re one of the good ones.”

      “I appreciate that, Congressman.”

      He gave Stone his private number.  A few minutes later, Morgan Finch called.  By then, he had already choked down both pieces of toast and the Ibuprofen was starting to work.

      “I’m told you’re the man who helped Sydney Fox and the girls get out of Juárez,” Secretary Finch said with uncustomary warmth to her voice.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.  “Thank you for calling me back so quickly.”

      “No problem.  What can I do for you, Mr. Wentworth?”

      “I need to find out who you spoke to about Callie.”

      “Why do you want to know that?”

      “I can’t tell you that, Madam Secretary.”

      There was a long pause, and then she said, “William Boyle, I believe.  He’s at the Embassy in Prague.  I’ll give you his unlisted number, but I need a few hours to get it.  Things are recorded on the business lines.”

      “I appreciate you helping me stay discreet,” Leopold said.

      “That is why I’m calling you from my private line.”

      “I had assumed as much.”

      “Stay out of the eyes of others,” she warned.  He understood what she was saying.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.  “And thank you.”

      “Do you have encrypted email?”

      “Of course.”

      He gave her the address.

      “I’ll get you his information later today.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Madam Secretary,” he said.  “Thank you.”

      “If you’re doing what I think you’re doing, then good luck, and don’t get caught.”

      He gave a soft laugh.  “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

      He felt her smiling on the other end of the line, and then she said, “Of course you don’t.  Good day, Mr. Wentworth.”

      Hours later, his phone alerted him to a new email.  Everything he had asked for was included in Secretary Finch’s correspondence.  Despite the time difference and the lateness of the hour, he immediately called William Boyle, the supervisor in Prague.

      Boyle answered right away, a bit groggy, but otherwise awake.  Leopold explained the situation and the man was immediately cooperative.

      When Leopold asked about Callie’s body being dumped in front of the Embassy, Boyle said, “We have the whole thing on video.  We burned a copy, just in case.  I’d be happy to send it to you if you have a secure email.”

      “I do,” he said, grateful for the man’s cooperation.

      “Secretary Finch told me to give you whatever you wanted,” Boyle said.  “I’d just love to know who could do that to a person.  If it was my daughter…”

      “I appreciate your help, Mr. Boyle.  I’ll need the private number of the guard who saw the man in the A3 if you don’t mind.  I don’t want him knowing about me ahead of time if that’s alright.”

      “No problem.  His name is Oliver Nichols, by the way.”  Boyle gave him the guard’s number and informed him that Nichols had just finished his shift.

      He thanked the man, then hung up and made the call to Nichols.  The guard picked up right away.  Leopold explained the situation, letting Nichols know that William Boyle passed along his number with permission from the US Secretary of State.  This had the guard’s attention.  It was amazing the doors one could open when name-dropping was paired with proper timing.

      “I’d like your firsthand account of the day the man in the Audi A3 dumped Callie Fox in front of the Embassy,” Leopold said.

      Nichols gave Leopold the low-down on the guy.  “He was driving an Audi A3 hatchback, as you know.  He had white skin, double masks, glasses, Fedora hat.  He was maybe five-foot-ten-inches tall and he moved like he did bad things for a living.”

      “How do you mean?” Leopold asked.

      “He was agile, competent, focused.  There was no pause, no hesitation.  But any other details paled in comparison to what he left behind.  The girl’s body was in really bad shape from what we could see.  You know they cut her up, right?  Into pieces?”

      Leopold's uncle, former secretary of state, Russell Lumley, had placed a bid in an online red room.  There they were auctioning off the killing of a child, in this case, Callie.  Lumley, a psychopath, lost the right to choose the means of death, but as one of the top bidders, he had earned the right to purchase the snuff film as a keepsake.  In the video he had seen in Lumley’s office, the executioner was standing behind Callie.  He was a beast of a man in black leather, and he was holding a chainsaw.  Leopold had never been able to get that image out of his mind.  Now, it haunted every aspect of his life.

      Leopold cleared the lump in his throat.  “I’m aware of Callie’s condition upon delivery,” he said.  He sounded formal, but even he heard the pain in his voice.

      Nichols went still for a moment like he was gathering himself.  When he spoke, his voice trembled, and it was an octave or two lower.  “They cut her up, man.  They butchered her and stuffed the pieces of her into bags.  Her fucking head…”

      Leopold heard the man’s voice catch.  He took a moment to compose himself, but he couldn’t quite get there.

      “I understand,” Leopold said softly.

      “I’m sorry, but this thing has been tearing me up for a while now.  It’s…so hard to sleep, but maybe you know that.  I heard there were other girls.  I heard you got them out of Mexico safely, is that right?”

      “The two younger ones, yes,” Leopold said.  “We managed to save them, as well as the wife.”

      “That’s good, but…didn’t the husband get killed?”

      “He did.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      He deserved it for the hell he put everyone through.  “Have you experienced any of this kind of brutality before, Oliver?  Because Prague is supposed to be a safe city.”

      “Over the last few years, there hasn’t been much in the way of crime.  Nothing like this, I mean.  But recently, we’ve been hearing a few things.  Some people think Callie’s death was the work of Satanists, and they’re to blame.  The official word was that it was political.  Who knows, maybe both views are right.”

      “What about Vampire Kiss,” Leopold asked on a hunch.

      Vampire Kiss, or VK, was billed as a drug, but it was the adrenalized blood of children, and it was being sold to the world’s elites out of Ukraine.  VK was supposed to be a youth serum; some called it the Fountain of Youth.  To get the best results, you had to terrify the child to adrenalize their blood, and then you drained them alive.  The best blood came from boys under six, so Callie being sixteen didn’t fit the bill.  Still, it was worth asking about, just to see if there might be a connection.

      “You’re talking about VK, right?” Nichols asked.

      “Do you know what that is?”

      The man lowered his voice.  “Yeah, but we’re told not to talk about that.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because one of the guys here got his hands on a few vials of VK.  He got hooked, and then the supply dried up.  But that’s when VK2 hit the market, which is cocaine infused with blood.  He overdosed on the job.  Two other guys died as well.  These guys had careers, wives and girlfriends, kids.”

      “Wow, that’s…how is that possible?” Leopold asked.

      “They’re saying this stuff will take you to heaven before sending you straight to hell.”

      “If it’s lethal, why take it?”

      “The high.”

      Leopold shook his head.

      “But VK2 is safer than VK3, which is the real deal.”

      “How so?” Leopold asked.  He didn’t even know VK2 and VK3 existed.

      “Add fentanyl to VK2, and you have VK3,” Nichols said.

      “Wow, unreal,” Leopold said.

      “I have a question, and I hope I’m not being rude.”

      “I’m listening,” he said.

      “How far do you expect to get investigating things from over there?”

      “I’m thinking of coming to Prague,” Leopold said.

      The idea to go to Czechoslovakia and find Callie’s killers started early on.  Since then, the notion of personally investigating the murder had taken root.  But only after the bad dreams started did Leopold realize that seeing this through was a foregone conclusion.

      “Are you familiar with the city?” Nichols asked.

      “No, not really,” Leopold replied.

      “You’ll need someone.  Can you afford a guide?”

      “I suppose it depends on what kind of guide you’re talking about,” Leopold said.  He didn’t want to tell the man that money was no object, but it was no object at all.

      “I know someone,” Nichols offered.  “She’s kind of a family friend.  After COVID, she had to close her salon in Old Town, and now she’s looking for work.  Maybe I can pair you two.”

      “Tell me about her,” Leopold said.

      “She came to Prague about 4 years ago to start a boutique salon.  The business went under because of COVID.  Last I heard, she was working her way through her savings account and hoping to round up all of her clients before opening a new shop.”

      “What’s she like?”

      “She’s a little bitter from everything that happened to her, but she knows the area, especially the local haunts.  These are the places you’ll never find on the internet.”

      “Thanks, Oliver,” he said.  “I’ve got to go, but can I contact you again?”

      “Sure, you have my number.”

      “And your friend, could you check with her, see if she’d like to do that?  I’d be happy to pay her for her time and knowledge.”

      “You bet,” he said.  “Happy to help.”

      When he was done, Leopold called his driver, Ethan, and said, “We have a funeral to go to.  I’ll need a ride to the airport.  I trust the Bentley is clean?”

      “As a whistle, sir,” Ethan said.  “Shall I make arrangements with the pilot?”

      “He’ll file the flight plan when we’re on our way.  Just let him know Cira Kingsley will be accompanying me.”

      “This is for the Fox family?” Ethan asked.

      “Yes.”

      Ethan knew the details of the case.  He was a vault when it came to secrets, but he was also a confidant with a big heart, and more understanding than a man as finely-tuned as he was should have.  He was not just a driver; he was a former SEAL with more than a few combat hours behind him.

      “Where is Callie being buried?” Ethan asked.

      “Minden, Louisiana.”

      “I’ll be ready when you are, sir.”

      “Thank you, Ethan.”

      “Of course, Mr. Wentworth.  Will you be staying overnight?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you booked a hotel?”

      “No,” Leopold said, bothered that he wasn’t on his game.  He had been drinking quite a bit lately, and it was starting to show.

      “I’ll find the nicest accommodations available.”

      “We’ll be landing in Shreveport,” Leopold said.  “I know the hotel selection there isn’t up to par with my usual standards.  Do the best you can.  We’re not savages, but we’re not snobs either.”

      “Yes, sir.  I know, sir.”

      “I believe there’s a Hilton there, a Homewood Suites, I think?  Double-check me on that, and if I’m right, book us a suite, please.  Two rooms with king beds, non-smoking.  One night.”

      “Yes, sir.  I’ll get right on it, sir.”
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Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      Leopold and Cira walked out front just as the Bentley pulled around the driveway.  The Flying Spur was clean, beautiful, and oh so sexy.  Ethan parked the vehicle, and then he got out and opened the door first for Cira and then for Leopold.  The trip to the airport didn’t take as long as Leopold thought it would, but he sat in silence, nursing a hangover.  All night he tossed and turned, dreaming of Callie getting butchered, Cira getting butchered, him wearing leathers and butchering himself.

      “Are you okay?” Cira finally asked.

      “Yeah,” he lied.

      They arrived at the airport, boarded the G650, then relaxed for the flight to Louisiana.  They touched down at Shreveport Regional Airport just after dusk.  Ethan had arranged for a car service to pick them up.  A limousine was waiting.  In relative silence, he and Cira drove to the Hilton where they checked in and had their bags brought up to a two-room suite.  Both rooms had king-sized beds, just as he had requested.

      “It’s not your place, but I like it,” Cira said as she took in the suite’s décor.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.  “I am.”

      “I could eat,” she said.

      “Let’s figure out what restaurants are good and go out.”

      “I have an idea,” she said, her stomach growling.  “Let’s order room service and watch a movie.  I’m tired of going places.”

      “So, you don’t want a nice dinner?” he asked.

      She shook her head, making eyes at him.  “I want to cuddle, too.  I promise not to escalate things from there or cross your boundaries.  I just don’t want to get dressed up and eat at some stuffy place.”

      “For some reason, that doesn’t sound half bad,” he said.

      “We can dress down, stuff ourselves until we burst, then watch TV and fall asleep early,” she said.  “I’m not looking forward to all the crying I’m going to be doing tomorrow.”

      “Ditto,” he said.  “Room service will be fine.”

      They ordered in, ate grilled cheese sandwiches and fries, then dragged blankets from the beds and watched an action thriller on Pay-per-view.  In the middle of the movie, Cira curled her body into Leopold, not that he minded.  He took comfort in being with a friend knowing there were no expectations.  She just wanted to be near him.

      Before the movie ended, Cira was asleep and Leopold was having a hard time keeping his eyes open.  He carried Cira to her room, tucked her into bed, then went to his room, undressed, and crawled into bed.  The second his head hit the pillow, he fell asleep.

      The following morning, while he and Cira walked to the limo that would deliver them to the funeral, his cell phone rang.  He saw the number and cast a glance Cira’s way.

      “It’s Codrin calling me back,” he said.

      “Yeah?” Cira asked.

      He’d texted the guy an hour ago.  “Hang on,” he said to Cira.  “I’ll meet you in the limo.”

      She nodded then continued.  The driver opened the door for her.  When she was tucked inside, he closed the door and discretely waited on Leopold.

      Leopold answered the phone.  Before he could even say hello, he heard Codrin eating into the phone.  Was this kid completely unaware of his manners?  Or did he just not give much of a shit?

      “Why do I feel like you’re always eating when you call me?” Leopold asked.

      “I’m not sure why you feel the way you feel,” Codrin replied, still chewing into the phone.  “You asked me to call.  So, I’m calling.”

      “I need you to get me former Secretary of State Russell Lumley’s bank accounts.  Not the obvious ones, but the ones no one knows about.  They will likely be active, even though the man is dead.”

      Codrin slurped something—a drink through a straw perhaps—and then he took a bite of something else.  He was chewing noisily while banging on the computer keyboard super-fast.  Leopold cringed at the sounds and tried not to yell at the kid.  Then Codrin stopped typing.  He went perfectly quiet, and then he let out a sigh and took a gulp of his drink.

      “That’s not going to be easy,” he finally said.

      “No shit, it’s not easy,” Leopold replied, a slight headache making him irritable.  “Don’t try to warm me up for a price, just do what I need you to do and bill me, okay?  By now I trust we have a good working relationship.  This means I trust you not to take advantage of my generosity and you need to trust that I’ll pay you what you’re worth, okay?”

      Somewhere in the middle of Leopold speaking, the kid had taken another bite of whatever the hell it was he was eating.  But by the time Leopold stopped speaking, the chewing stopped mid-sentence.  Leopold heard the distinct sounds of the kid swallowing hard.

      “Okay, Mr. Wentworth.  I’ll get you what you need.”

      “Don’t get formal on me now; just stop chewing in my fucking ear.  You and I aren’t smoking pot together, and we’re not bros.”

      “I understand.”

      A quieter slurp ensued followed by a quieter gulp.

      “I need you to look for a rather large transaction.”

      “How big are we talking?”

      “Snuff-film big.”

      Codrin went so quiet, Leopold pulled the phone from his ear to see if the call had been dropped.

      Then Codrin spoke.  “Snuff film as in—”

      “Yes,” he said, cutting the kid off.

      “Jesus in heaven, what are we looking at here?”

      Leopold shaded his eyes from the rising sun, then he took a breath of fresh morning air.  “I’m trying to track down and dismantle a child smuggling ring, Codrin.  People are paying to watch kidnapped kids get killed on film.  It’s a big business.  Bigger than any of us know, I’m afraid.”

      “Am I going to need to worry about—?”

      “If you’re not worrying about every single thing I task you with,” Leopold said, frustrated, “then you’re missing the point of me doing what I do.”

      “Which is what exactly?”

      He turned away from the driver, cupped a hand over his mouth, then growled a quiet response into the cell phone’s mic.  “I traffic in the murder of the earth’s most vile creatures.  Haven’t you figured that out yet?  You’re a smart kid.  Pay attention.”

      “I figured it out now,” he said.

      “You only figured it out because I told you about it.  Now please, for the love of God and all that’s holy, give me what I want.”

      He disconnected the call, took a calming breath, then joined Cira in the limo.  He climbed inside, looking the lovely woman over once again.

      “I’m so glad that you came,” he said.  “I didn’t want to have to do this alone.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” she said sounding distant.

      “I didn’t tell you earlier, but you look gorgeous,” Leopold said.  “I felt it, but I didn’t say it.  I’m sorry.”

      “You look great as well,” she replied.

      “I’m not placating you.  But mourning becomes you.  Black dress, big black glasses, your blonde hair pulled up like that.  If we weren’t working together, I’d completely take you apart on the way to the funeral.”

      “That’s so morbid,” she said as if the statement did not affect her.  “Sex before a funeral is so…California.  Not in Louisiana, and not to bury a child.”

      “I know where we’re going, and though the circumstances are depressing as hell, my eyes still work, and a woman of your grace and beauty should be acknowledged.”

      “That’s sweet,” she said dispassionately, looking out the window.

      The loss of Callie and the condition in which she was found bothered all of them.  That Camden had orchestrated his own family’s kidnapping, that it had all gone wrong, was still infuriating.

      “Are we going to the wake?” Cira asked.

      “Not this time,” he said.  “We’re going straight to the main service.”

      She drew a deep breath and still refused to look at him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, holding up his hands in mock surrender.  “I’m not good with grieving.  I make it a practice to never even try to get good at it.”

      “If you weren’t my boss, I wouldn’t be going to this with you.”

      “I know that,” he said.  “I’m going to this because we failed, because Callie is dead, because my heart—which does exist, contrary to popular belief—breaks for Sydney day and night.”

      “You’re going because you can’t sleep, and because you have nightmares that won’t let you sleep.”

      “There’s that, too,” he said.  “But the God’s truth is that I’m going for Sydney, Zoey, and Maisie.”

      She looked at him for a long time; he didn’t turn away.  Only when the two of them entered the cemetery grounds did she put her glasses back on and say, “I suppose I believe you.”

      The driver opened the door for the two of them.  They walked to the side-by-side gravesites where the friends and family had gathered.

      Leopold walked right up to Sydney, who saw him and smiled.  He gave her a big hug.  She hugged him deeply, which surprised him.  The woman had been stone cold and viscous when he found her in Juárez.  Now she was a grieving mother and a widow.

      He turned and saw Zoey and Maisie wearing black dresses.  They were both so cute, but there was sadness in their eyes, an emptiness he understood well.

      “Hi girls,” he said.

      They both said hello, but then Maisie smiled and said, “Mr. Wentworth.”

      “I’m going to come and hug both of you in a minute,” he said with a wink.  “Fair warning to each of you.”

      Smiles broke through their sad expressions, but only for a moment.  Grief had a way of overpowering everything, which was why the girls couldn’t hold their smiles for more than a moment.

      Sydney turned and saw Cira.  The blonde’s eyes were watering, but Sydney’s eyes were just as wet and just as red.  “I’m so glad you’re here, Cira.  You look so beautiful.”

      “So do you, Sydney,” Cira replied.  The women hugged, but Sydney did not show her the same fierceness she had shown Leopold.

      Sydney turned to Leopold.  “Have you heard anything?”

      He assumed she was talking about Callie.  “A little,” he said.

      “Actively or passively?”

      “Actively.”

      “If you’ll both excuse me, I’m going to see about these two pretty ladies,” Cira said, referring to Zoey and Maisie.

      “They asked about you yesterday,” Sydney said to Cira.

      “Aww, that’s sweet,” she replied.

      Sydney turned to Leopold with fierce, determined eyes.  The woman took his hand and held it, again surprising him.  The gesture was slightly awkward, but he didn’t let go of her hand.  She was there to bury her husband and her daughter, which likely made her more open to physical contact.

      “Tell me,” she said.

      “I have more than a few irons in the fire.”

      “What will you do when you find these people?” she asked.

      “That depends on what you’d like me to do about them,” he said softly.

      She took both of his hands into hers and pulled him close.  This was a gesture of trust and confidence, or it was desperation.  Either way, she stood close enough to whisper a reply.  “I want you to do to them what they did to my daughter.  I want a blood statement made, one so loud the entire world will hear.”

      Her tone of voice and the depth of her emotions about this matter were more thrilling than the words themselves.  A hard chill ran the length of Leopold’s spine and he felt the charge take hold.  This was what he had been waiting for.

      “I understand,” he said.

      “Do you?”

      This was the vengeful request of the woman who lost her husband and her oldest child.  He was not surprised in the slightest.  She was the same woman who was beaten and abused in Juárez, the same woman who had cut off the dick and balls of the monster who threw her family to the wolves.  This woman was scary yet wildly intriguing.  If the men who did this to Callie were there now, Leopold did not doubt that Sydney would find a way to cut off the dicks and balls of every last one of them right in front of God and everyone.

      She glanced past him, her gaze falling on the first of two hearses.  The pallbearers were waiting for the driver to open the back doors and release the first casket.

      “This is exhausting, Leopold,” she said letting go of his hands.  “I’ve never felt so sad or mad in my life.”

      “I’m having a similar reaction,” he replied.

      Sydney kept her outward expression neutral.  “Do people ever bury the dead in the rain?  Because it’s gorgeous outside today.”

      “I’d say only in the movies, so I can’t say for sure.”

      She looked at him and continued: “You understand what I want, don’t you?”

      “What you’re asking for is not without its risks.”

      She turned her eyes back to the hearse.  “Name your price.”

      “I know how much money you have, Sydney, and it’s not enough.”

      If his reply bothered her, she didn’t outwardly show it.  Leopold wasn’t sure if Sydney was better off putting this nightmare to rest or if getting her pound of flesh would finally let her live again.

      The casket coming out of the first hearse was the longer of the two: Camden.  “I don’t know if I hate my husband or if I miss him,” she said, standing ever closer to him, her voice barely a whisper.  “I can’t stand this feeling, this discord.”

      Leopold thought he understood.  He could never be sure, though, because he didn’t have a wife or children.  Judging by his turmoil, he felt that if he were in Sydney’s shoes, he would want every one of the men responsible for this to be run through a tree shredder.  Only then could he begin the process of healing.

      “Will this blood statement you want me to make alleviate your pain?”

      “No,” she said, “but it will help.”

      He appreciated the honesty in her answer.
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        * * *

      

      After the funeral services concluded, both caskets were lowered into the earth, and dirt was thrown on the lids.  It was one of the saddest events he had ever attended, and he vowed not to do this again.

      Sydney came up to Leopold and said, “Tell me what you will do the job for.”

      “I’ll call you later on tonight,” he said.

      “Or tomorrow,” she replied, looking at her children.  “I think the girls will need me as mom tonight.  But tomorrow…”

      “Tomorrow, then,” he said.

      “I appreciate both of you coming here today,” Sydney said, seamlessly switching from trying to hire Leopold for mass slaughter to the grieving mother and widower.  “It meant the world to me.”

      He and Cira walked back to the limo, then Leopold asked the driver to take them to the airport to board the jet.  The pilot filed his flight plan with the FAA while he waited for them to arrive, but then he called and asked if Cira would be accompanying them.

      “I need to list the number of souls on board,” the pilot said.

      Leopold glanced at Cira, who was quiet but not telling him she wanted to go home just yet.  To the pilot, he said, “Three souls, but we’ll change to two if we need to.”

      “Copy that, Mr. Wentworth.  I’ll see you when you get here.”

      Before taking off, he called Sydney on a whim, expecting to get her voice mail.  She picked up instead.

      “Leopold?” she asked.

      “Hi, Sydney.  One last thing.  And this is important.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I want you to look at your finances and decide how much money you need to live a modest life.  Take that number and double it, and then, when you’re ready, text me the amount left over, and I will see if that works for my team.”

      “I’ll do that,” she said, grateful.  “Thank you, Leopold.”

      When he hung up, Cira was frowning at him.  “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Getting our next job.”

      “Don’t you think the Juárez job took a big enough toll on all of us?  She’s better off letting it be.”

      “Would you let it be?”

      She thought about it long enough to consider a different perspective.  Her physiology suddenly changed.  “No, I guess not,” she said.

      “We see eye to eye, then.”

      She looked at him with sudden awareness.  “You were going to do the job anyway.”

      “Yes, I was.”

      “I knew there was a heart in there.”

      “It’s mostly selfish interest,” he said, looking away.  “In Juárez, we didn’t bring everyone back safely.  I can’t live with that.  Sydney will have to live with the loss of her daughter and her husband, but Callie is on me.”

      “You can’t save everyone,” she said.

      Turning to her, he felt a shimmer touch his eyes.  The emotion swelled within him, bringing him to the point of discomfort.  Then, he sat up straight, bit down on his grief, and said, “Don’t ever fucking say that to me again.”
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        * * *

      

      One week later.  Codrin finally called Leopold back regarding Russell Lumley’s accounts.  The hacker sounded excited right out of the gate like he had just stumbled upon a nugget of hacker gold.  “I found that transaction you were hunting for,” he said, breathless.

      “It’s about time,” Leopold replied.  He was drinking again.

      “If you knew what I had to do, who I needed to talk to to get this done…”

      “There’s a price on everything,” Leopold said, trying not to slur his words.  “Itemize it and bill me accordingly.”

      “The bill is already drawn up.”

      “What did you find?”

      He heard the giddiness in Codrin’s voice, but only barely.  “I found a location on the dark web, a digital red room where people are murdered for money.  This was where Russell bought the snuff film.  The site sells a limited quantity of these films as memorabilia.”

      “How many members?” he asked.

      “As far as I can tell, hundreds, maybe thousands of members.  I can’t believe the number of bids coming in.  Not just the dollar amounts, but the sheer number of bids.”

      “You’re in?” Leopold asked, astounded.

      “For now, but if I want to stay, we may have to open an account.  By now, people know that Lumley is dead.  That he was murdered.”

      Leopold lowered his head, rubbed his eyes, then asked God why filth like this existed long enough to perpetrate such evil.  “What about the owners of the red room?  We need to cut the head off the snake on this one, Codrin.”

      “I traced the transaction to a cutout corporation in Switzerland, one that holds multiple numbered accounts.  Going further than this requires physical hacking.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I need someone inside, someone who can find the files for these accounts,” he said.  “That’s where they keep the names.  Should I start digging through the bank employee files?”

      “No, not yet,” Leopold said.  “I want to get the contract with Sydney Fox first.”

      “When will you know?” Codrin asked.

      “I don’t know; a week, a month?  It all depends on how mad Sydney stays after burying her husband and daughter.”

      There was also a question of how much money she could devote to this cause.  Perhaps her projected lifestyle would exceed her willingness to sponsor such an ambitious endeavor.  Then again, if Leopold was researching this matter privately, he would likely shoulder the out-of-pocket expense nevertheless.

      “Keep me posted,” Codrin said.

      “Will do,” Leopold replied, staring at the bottle of whiskey on the desk next to him, “and Codrin, good work.”
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      One month into solitary confinement felt like nine lifetimes in hell.  When he first arrived at NorCal State Prison, Atlas went into the hole feeling angry and determined to avoid as many problems as possible.  That didn't work out well.  So he worked out, stayed focused, envisioned the fights, and prepared himself mentally and physically for how they would go down.  He kept his hostility on tap, made sure it stayed fresh, and then he used it as fuel.  But times were changing.  He didn’t feel so angry anymore.  This should have been a good thing, but alas, it was not.  As a former cop in the joint, if you didn’t stay frosty, then chances were pretty good that you would get back door paroled and quick.

      Now, as he lay on the bare concrete floor his bones ached, his toes were numb, and his fingers were cold to the touch.  What he had done—nearly thirty days in solitary after Juárez—was manageable but far from ideal.  As he reflected on his time he realized how much he was sugar-coating the hell he’d gone through.  Thirty days of lying on concrete, naked and in the dark with nothing but a sock to keep you warm (until you needed it to wipe your ass) was beyond miserable.  It was certainly not for the everyday man.  But this was punishment, pure and simple, and without a doubt, punishment.

      When the cell door opened and a guard threw his prison blues at him, Atlas barely stirred.  The darkness was all-encompassing, his loss of time leaving him without a point of reference.  He thought he was okay, but maybe he wasn’t.  Was his sanity slipping?  He sort of felt like maybe it was.  And the nightmares…dear God, the nightmares; they ran constant and unending, and they were twisted to the point of being torturous.  As Atlas turned to gather up his clothes, he realized that he could not take this one more minute.  But hadn’t he come to the same conclusion hours, days, even weeks ago?

      “C’mon, sunshine, the real world awaits!” the guard said, extra chipper because he knew it would piss off Atlas.

      He rolled back over, showing the guard his ass.  The guards had tricked him into thinking he was leaving twice, and both times, they shut the door on him and laughed.  Was this real now?  Was his time up?  He had clothes, so maybe there was hope.

      He pushed himself up on his hands and knees, then found the strength to stand.  His stomach growled in protest, but it had been growling for days.  He was starving, or was he being starved?  He didn’t know.  All he knew was that he hadn’t eaten enough to crap, and when he did have to go, he did so lying down.  He didn’t even bother with the bucket anymore.

      When the guards saw this, they would hit him with the hose.  He’d be hit again this time, but he didn’t care.  He was beyond that already.

      “I’m not joking,” the guard said.  “I didn’t agree with the guys when they taunted you about getting out earlier.  I thought that was messed up.”

      Atlas turned and looked at the man.  “Are you for real, then?”

      “This is for real.”

      He studied the door, then waited for the guard to trick him again.  There was no trick, though.  The guard was telling the truth.  Still, he walked to the door, slowly, dried shit scraping the insides of his thighs and butt cheeks.

      “I get it, you shit all over yourself, that’s cute,” the guard said.  “I’ll walk you to the shower myself.  But first, you need to get dressed.”

      Atlas put on his prison blues, thinking that a shower and a shave would do him good.  When he got his balance, he shaded his eyes and walked out into the light.  The pricks of pain were like needles in his eyes, dozens of them sticking the back of his brain, electrifying those nerves that told him he was in an immense amount of pain.

      By the time he reached the showers, his eyes had adjusted to the light, and his body was awake and moving again.

      “Thirty minutes shower time,” the guard said.

      He looked at him, suspicious.

      “That was my bet with the guys.  Not money or smokes.  If you could go the last week without being a major prick, I could choose my prize.”

      “Me getting double time in the shower was your prize?” Atlas asked, not sure he was hearing the man right.

      “It was,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Atlas said, shocked that anyone would do anything nice for him.

      “You’re welcome,” he said.  “Enjoy.”  He left the shower area and gave Atlas some privacy.

      Stepping into the stream of scalding hot water was like dragging himself out of a big pile of shit and falling into the Lord’s embrace.  His body immediately responded, his mood lifting.  He saw that the guard had left him with soap, shampoo, shaving cream, and a disposable razor.

      Seeing these things gave him reason to smile.

      It felt good to feel something again.

      Twenty minutes later, after shaving his face, he felt some of his youth return.  In the mirror, he studied his face and thought he saw some of his youth return.  But not all was good in the land of Atlas Hargrove.  He had sunken eyes, pronounced cheekbones, and the well-defined jawline of a man who was currently being starved to death.  He expected to lose weight, but not this much weight.

      When he was done with his shower, he felt clean, fresh, and ready for gen pop, regardless of what the morons and psychopaths had to offer.

      “It’s almost chow time,” the guard announced.

      “I’m going to have a proper morning constitution if that’s alright with you,” he said.

      “Have at it,” the guard laughed.

      “You only have to take a crap in a bucket a few times to enjoy the civilized nature of a toilet seat,” Atlas said as he sat down on an actual toilet and sighed.

      “I can imagine,” the guard replied, not moved nearly as much as Atlas.

      When he was finished with his duties, Atlas was delivered to the chow hall.  He got in line with the others, not sure how well he would fit in, or if anyone would even notice him at this weight.  But then he heard mumblings about the killer ex-cop being back in the general population.

      There was no hiding from these animals, he thought to himself.  Worse, he was painfully aware of how thin and depleted of energy he had become.  Of course, he was now nothing but sharp elbows, bony knuckles, and battering rams for knees.  And if he could get the fast-twitch fibers warmed up and cooperating, he could still defend himself.

      Standing in the middle of gen pop, he was aware of a dozen eyes on him, maybe more.  Moments earlier, he felt invigorated and free.  But now he switched gears and mentally prepared himself for a sneak attack, someone with a shank or a shiv looking to settle one of the many scores.

      As the chow line moved forward, he flexed his fingers and toes, then he rolled his shoulders and popped his elbows.  When it was time for him to get his food, he said hello to the man serving up the slop, then turned to find a seat.  Someone was standing in his way.

      “Of course,” Atlas mumbled.

      “You killed some pretty important people in here, cop.”

      “When they’re dead, they’re less important.  Wouldn’t you agree?”

      The asshole stood there, and then he gave every indication that he was about to spit in Atlas’ food.  As this moron made a show of gathering up saliva, Atlas realized who the inmate was.  He was a road dog of the other asshole Atlas killed right before he left for El Paso.  Killing that man had been his get-out-of-prison-free card.  But that wasn’t the only man he killed.  His list of enemies was growing.  There was no reason to lament that now.  He had to make decisions.  Like, should he let this guy disrespect him?  Should he turn the other cheek?

      Nope, no way.

      If he bitched-out now, he would be dead inside of six months, maybe even six days.  But if he continued to establish himself as a lunatic with sociopathic and homicidal tendencies, then maybe these donkey dicks would think twice when messing with him.  Looking at this big, dumb cocksucker in front of him clarified that, but he also felt weak.  So, his choice was simple: back off and be safe, or build the legend no matter the cost.

      Atlas zeroed in on the man’s mouth as he pulled his lips tight.  Seconds felt like minutes as the action was about to start.  Atlas pulled his bowl back, and then he quickly spray-spat what saliva he could gather up, showering the man’s right eye.

      As planned, Atlas successfully managed to disrupt the salivary assault, taking this clown off his guard.

      The second this dumb-ass turned and groaned, Atlas kicked the outside of his shin with the ball of his foot.  He struck the nerve lines perfectly, sending lightning bolts of pain up this douchebag's leg, hobbling him for a brief moment.  Atlas then spit in the other eye, effectively blinding him.

      Atlas’ hands were busy carrying his tray, and there was no way he was sacrificing food for this guy.  That was why he quickly and efficiently kicked the nerve lines over and over again, to the point where the turd was forced to take a knee.  Still balancing his tray in one hand, not a morsel of food sacrificed, Atlas drove a kick into the downed man’s ribcage.  With that final attack, he lost some of his food, but not all of it.  It was a reasonable forfeit considering the measure of disrespect.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t even get the chance to celebrate when he was struck in the back of the head with something hard enough to knock him out.

      When he came back around—which was rather quickly, by his estimation—pain and misery were there to welcome him.  There was a flurry of kicking feet blasting him, mauling him, hurting him.  There must be five of them, maybe more!  The pain hit him like a Mack truck, all at once.  Turtling up the best that he could, he took shots to his legs, his knees, and his freaking spine.  He covered his face with his arms, and he wrapped his hands over the back of his head.

      Where were the freaking guards in all of this?

      Suddenly, one of the guys grunted and took a knee, and another got hit in the chest with something hard enough to knock him back.  He had heard the gunfire, and deep down, he knew the guards had seen enough.  When he saw the Kevlar beanbag sock with the tail land on the ground in front of him, he smiled.

      Oh, thank God, he thought.  He was completely out of gas.

      When the guys backed off, and he could get up, Atlas marveled at how tired he was, how completely out of juice he had become.  For the first time in the joint, he felt vulnerable and scared, and it was hard not to let this show.

      Before he could react, another beanbag round took flight, this one skipping off the side of his temple. The shot rocked him.  Dizzy and in pain, he staggered backward and fought to keep his balance.

      What the hell?

      Had he been half the distance from the shooter—about 30 feet as opposed to 60 feet—there would have been significant damage.  As it was, he wasn’t rendered unconscious, but the headache that formed at the point of impact had him feeling like he had been hit with a two-by-four.

      He looked up and saw a guard on the second-floor perch sneering.  When Atlas’ eyes cleared, he took note of the man, then nodded his head like he had the son of a bitch’s number.

      Everyone broke up and went back to their tables.  They sat down to finish eating, but all eyes were on Atlas.  He picked up what he could salvage of his meal and took it to a table by himself.  The knot forming on the side of his head was like half an egg, but, fortunately, the shot hadn’t broken the skin.  And at least he hadn’t lost an eye.

      After eating the scant meal he had scraped off the floor—food that was tainted with specs of dirt and a few strands of curly hair—he was escorted back to his cell.  There, he found that he had a new cellmate.  Fortunately, his celly had taken the lower bunk.  When he got a good look at the man’s size, Atlas understood why he chose the way he did.  Not only was this dude tall—6 feet, 8 inches at least—he was big in a country boy way.

      “You got Andre the Giant for a celly now, fish,” Trigger said.  Atlas was happy to see his next-door-celly.

      Looking over at Trigger, Atlas said, “How’ve things been?”

      “As long as I can eat without a straw, and my asshole remains unviolated, I’d say things have been well,” he said with a pleasant look.  “You look like a reanimated corpse.”

      “I feel like it, too.”

      The guard opened the cell door and pushed him inside.  “C’mon, for shit’s sake.  You two twats can braid each other’s hair later.”

      “You should make the time to watch us do it now,” Trigger told the guard, which made Atlas laugh.

      When Andre the Giant looked up at him from under the top bunk, Atlas said, “What’s up, man?”

      “Hey, bro,” the hulk of a man said, his voice extra deep.  “The guard said you wanted the top bunk.”

      “I did,” Atlas said.  “Thanks.”

      All of Atlas’ things were on his bed, his clothes folded neatly.  To his surprise, there was a picture of Alabama that someone had stuck to the wall.  He assumed this was Andre’s doing.

      “I’m Atlas Hargrove,” he said, extending his hand.

      A huge, meaty paw stretched out to meet his.  The two men shook hands.  “The killer ex-cop,” he said.  “Good to meet you.”

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “I’m Andre.”

      He laughed, then said, “Wait, for real?”

      “You can guess what they call me,” he said, retracting his hand.  He was reading a knitting magazine of all things.

      “Andre the Giant,” Trigger said from next door.

      Atlas was about to crawl into bed and lay down when another guard rattled the door.  He said, “Hargrove, the warden wants to see you.”

      Thinking of Fabian Dicampli, he immediately got pissed off.  “What does that rat fuck want?”

      The guard gave a soft laugh.  “Didn’t you hear?”

      “Hear what?”

      “Someone smoked Dicampli.  Took him out after work about a month back.  Did it right in the dude’s house.  Two bullets to the chest, one bullet to the head.  Let me have your wrists.”

      “I know the drill,” Atlas said, giving the man his hands so he could bind his wrists with the plastic cuffs.  “So, who’s the new warden?”

      Again, the guard smiled.  “You tell me.”

      “How am I supposed to tell you if I don’t know?” Atlas asked.  “I wasn’t asking for my health, and I could do without your stupid response if the truth is told.”

      “After you’re done,” the guard laughed as the door unlocked, “you tell me whether this is a good change or a bad one.  None of us can get an accurate reading.”

      “What does that mean?” Atlas asked.

      “You tell me.”

      Atlas shook his head then let the guard escort him to the warden’s office.  The minute he walked inside, he was shocked to find a rather good-looking woman sitting at Warden Dicampli’s desk.

      “Ah, my problem child,” the woman said.

      Atlas turned to the guard.  “When did we start getting conjugal visits, and why don’t I have a rubber?”

      The guard bit his tongue, working hard not to laugh, but getting red in the cheeks regardless.

      The new warden said, “Cute, that’s a good one.”

      “So, you’re not…?”

      “I understand you were assaulted before you could get a meal?” she asked, all business.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, suddenly becoming compliant.  “But I made do with what food I could salvage.”

      She glanced up at the guard and said, “Get him a proper meal please.”

      “Now?” the guard asked.

      “No, next week.  Of course, now.”  She looked at how skinny he was and said, “Double the portion size, please.  And have it delivered to his cell in half an hour.”

      When the guard left, Atlas said, “Thank you, I’m touched.  And I’m sorry about the conjugal visit jab.  I’m ashamed to say that that was low.”

      She waved off the comment with the flick of a wrist.  “I’ve seen your picture, Mr. Hargrove.  You were quite large coming in here, but it would seem as though you’ve shrunk significantly.”

      “Two months in the hole will do that,” he said.

      “Why do my guards hate you so much?” she asked, not pulling any punches.  “And I’m not talking about the obvious reasons.”

      “I don’t pretend to know anything about the guards, except that they have a no-tolerance policy with me.  I’ve been shot with beanbag rounds in the face, electrified, beaten, and I’ve had the shit kicked out of me.  They put Baxter K., the serial killer, in my cell and reportedly placed bets on when I’d kill him.  Incidentally, I’m not sure who won that pot.”

      “That’s interesting and somewhat disturbing.”

      “I think I’ve become a non-conformist because I’ve presumably lost everything that matters and I’m not all that keen on living in this place with these animals.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Whether I live or die matters very little to me anymore.  I don’t follow the rules, I have an aversion to authority, and I no longer believe that being a good person will get me into heaven.  I’m not a good person, Warden, and I will likely continue being your problem child until I’m dead or too old to be pissy.”

      She held his eye, frowning.  Arguably, it was not her prettiest look.

      “Did you want me to say something else?” he asked.

      “This isn’t my first rodeo, Mr. Hargrove.”

      “Please, call me Atlas.”

      “When considering the amount of time you have served here at NorCal, proportionally, you have spent more time in the hole than any other inmate I have encountered.”

      “I’m a former cop.  Does my time in solitary surprise you?  Because I've been told by inmates and guards alike that I won’t age-out in here.”

      “They’re probably right.”

      “People thought I’d be dead months ago.  But I decided that I’m not going out like a bitch. If that bothers you—if this will make your job hard—that will be your problem, not mine.  Until I’m done living, whatever problems you have here are nothing compared to the problems I’m having in there.” 

      A conciliatory laugh slipped from her mouth, something he didn’t mind.  There was merriment in her eyes that shouldn’t belong to a warden, let alone a female warden running one of the most dangerous supermax prisons on the west coast.

      “Don’t you worry about your safety here?” he asked.

      “Do I need to worry?”

      “You’re a woman doing a man’s job, but you are hardly a regular woman.  Forgive me for being so bold, but you are rather attractive, and though I’m sure you’ll rule with an iron fist, you come across as being…too polite for this occupation.”

      She narrowed her eyes, refused to smile.  He couldn’t be sure if she appreciated the comment or if he had just hit a sore spot.

      “We are just getting to know each other, Mr. Hargrove.  You will not like me.  I will not like you.  This is likely the last time we will have a civilized conversation.  I just want to hear your side of the story because, quite frankly, the only people who care whether or not you rot in here are the shareholders, and do you know why I was hired?”

      He shook his head.

      “Because I’m a woman.  But the truth is, I don’t give a damn about shareholders or all of this gender equality bullshit, relevant as it may be in these times.  I only care about running a tight prison.  As warden of a supermax prison—this supermax prison—I have been blessed with an astronomical bump in pay.  This is a dream come true for me.  But it is also a nightmare that has yet to show me all of its teeth.”

      “I’m sure NorCal won’t be as rosy as it was made out to be,” he said.

      “I hate people like you, Atlas Hargrove.  And I especially hate you.  You were once an officer of the law, and then you murdered people.”

      “I did.”

      “Willingly.”

      “I’d do it again.”

      “I want to know your deal here.”

      “I killed three scumbags fleeing from a crime scene, and in an attempt to outrun the cops, they killed nearly a dozen children.  These kids were about the same age as my kid.”

      “Do you have remorse?”

      “Hell, no.”

      The immediacy of the response, as well as the response itself, bothered her.

      “So you don’t feel the least bit bad?” she asked.

      “I haven’t lost one second of sleep for any of those maggots.  The world is a better place now that they’re dead.”

      She finally cracked, and any kindness she once displayed vanished.  Was she expecting that he’d change his ways just because she was pretty?

      “Not looking so lovely now, Warden,” he muttered under his breath.

      She fired him a look, but then she pulled herself together.  “I have lived a moral life, Mr. Hargrove, so I know that it can be done.  It has not been without temptation.  Money, other men, better opportunities—they’re all available to me, even now.  But I am not above the law.  Neither are you.  The reason we occupy these different positions in life is because of our belief structures and how we’ve managed our commitments to upholding the law.  You failed in your commitments and so you are in a cell.  I have not failed, and so I have a nice desk, a large home, and an expensive car.  Your crimes put you here, and I understand your passion, but NorCal State Prison is not a free-for-all for you to commit whatever crimes you want.”

      A bitter laugh escaped him.  “Is that what you believe?”

      “That’s what I am here to enforce,” she said.  “This is my prison, Mr. Hargrove, not yours.”

      “It was Dicampli’s prison before it was yours and it will be someone else’s prison after you burn out and go bye-bye.  And you know what?  I’ll still be here, fighting for my life, watching my back, not giving up the fight so long as I have a reason to fight.  So if you want to blow sunshine up my asshole, at least put on a skirt and grab some pom-poms.  I’ll be way more receptive to you that way.”

      “Have you left the prison since you first arrived?” she asked, getting to what Atlas realized was the heart of the conversation.

      He did not need her asking questions.  But the answer was easy.  No answer was a good answer, so it was time to deflect.  Unfortunately, with this woman, he knew that deflection would not be enough.  A sinking feeling hit his stomach at what he knew he had to do.

      “Have you ever had an affair with an inmate, Warden?”

      “Absolutely not,” she said.

      “What are you wearing under that blouse?  A lacy bra, a pushup bra, nipple pasties?  Give me something I can stuff in the spank bank.  Undo one button.  Just one.  Because if you’re going to ask me stupid questions, I’m going to do the same.”

      “Have you left the prison since you’ve been here?” she asked again.

      “When I jerk off tonight, it’s going to be because I love powerful, assertive women.”

      He hated being this way.  It was crude, misogynistic, and not at all like him, but if he didn’t get out of prison at least one more time, he might never get Alabama back.

      “Do you think I haven’t heard inmates like you making jokes like that before?” she asked, seemingly unfazed.  “I’ve heard all the names, received a million catcalls, heard the words tits, ass, pussy, cunt, fuck, and rape over and over again and none of that bothers me in the slightest.”

      “Who said I was joking?  I have half a hard-on right now.  My balls are full lady, and I’ve got a billion little friends just dying to take a swim in you.”

      “You’re disgusting,” she said, little signs of micro-aggression on her face.

      Finally, he thought.

      He had taken this tact not to be rude but to save Alabama’s life.  It was a desperate attempt to deflect her from the truth, but the plan was weak and would not likely pan out.  He pressed on anyway, really trying to sell it.

      “Do you ever look at the guys in here, the rapists, and have that fantasy?” he asked.  “You know the one.  Like maybe you’re walking to your car in a dark parking lot after a long day on the job and no one is around.  But then the hottest rapist you ever met says, ‘Um, excuse me Warden, but do you have a light?’ Cue the cheesy porn music; put all other thoughts on hold.”

      Later, Atlas would ask God for forgiveness for this repulsive conversation.  He would also ask that he never be put in this predicament again.  But for now, he was committed.

      The warden blistered at first, but then she squared her shoulders and a knowing smile broke over her face.  She even gave a little laugh.  “You’re not very convincing, Atlas.  But I see you now.  You’re not good at this, which speaks to your desperation.  I want to know what you’re hiding.”

      “I’m not hiding anything.”

      “I’m not offended, you know,” she said casually.  “You do what you do to cover your ass, to stay alive…I get it.  But I’ll find out what’s going on here in short order.”

      “I’m sure you’ll know a lot after spending time here.”

      “Will you really rub one out thinking about me tonight?” she asked, not an ounce of expression on her face.

      He sat up and took a chance.  Mirroring her expression, he said, “You’re not hot enough, and I’m not like that.”

      “No shit,” she said, an angry edge to her voice.

      He had to get better at this and quick if he wanted to save Alabama’s life.  But, looking at this woman, he wasn’t sure Leopold could turn her the way he had turned Dicampli.

      “Lady, all of this back and forth between us is making me uncomfortable.  I don’t have a spank bank, but I am attracted to you—now more than ever—so you will have to forgive me if I tell you that I don’t want to see you again, especially your face.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t help that,” she said.

      “You should try,” he said, standing up.  “Can I get the hell out of here, please?”

      She sat there, smiling and unrushed, and he hated it.  He did want to get out of there.  And he was attracted to her.

      “Now, I believe you Atlas Hargrove, killer ex-cop.”

      “Good,” he said.

      “You’re not the chauvinistic asshole you’re pretending to be.  I’ll be wondering about that after you leave.”

      He turned and kicked the door.  The guard walked in.  “Let’s go, man,” Atlas said.  “Seriously.”

      The guard looked at the warden, who gave a slight nod, and then the guard walked him back to his cell.

      “Well?” the guard asked.

      “Way better than Dicampli, which isn’t good for me.”
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      Isabelle received yet another call from Leopold Wentworth, and just like before, she sent him to voicemail.  The man was becoming a nuisance, but only because Isabelle didn’t have Kiera at her disposal.  The young assassin wasn’t even in the country.  Even worse, she feared the mission with Kiera was going sideways.  Talking to Leopold, having to explain something like this?  A woman of her stature was not used to making excuses or failing a mission.  And yet, she had heard through the grapevine that this mission was going belly-up.

      She called her team leader, Hardy Ballenger, to check on the mission status.  She knew they were operational and she was not accustomed to conducting in-field debriefings, but she could only put Leopold off for so long before he finally gave up trying to reach her and just flew in.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hardy said, a professional.

      “I need an update.  I’m not questioning your leadership skills, but we’re overdue and I’ve got assets committed to other ops.”

      “Who?” Hardy asked.

      “Kiera.”

      “No, she stays with me.”

      “I’m not asking you to return her.  I’m asking so I can manage my delays.”

      Hardy briefed her on the mission status.  “We’re dug in pretty tight here, but this place has eyes everywhere.  We have to assume that anyone who sees us will communicate our whereabouts to the authorities.  They think it will buy them favor with the president.”

      “I’m up to speed on Eritrea’s political situation,” she said.

      “With all due respect, no one is up to speed on Eritrea’s political situation.  It’s hell on earth here, ma’am.”

      Eritrea, a country of 6 million people, was run by a single-party government considered by the United Nations to be one of the worst abusers of human rights in the world, side-by-side with North Korea.  That was something to behold, considering the country was not at war.  Only 1% of the people had the internet, 6% of the people owned cell phones, and uprisings against the president—who had been in power since 1993—came with an automatic death sentence.  In addition to the horrific abuses that occurred within its borders, Eritrea was the most censored country on the planet.  There was one newspaper and one television station, and both were run by the government.  This meant everything that came out as news was either propaganda or disinformation.

      Those were the basic statistics of the South African country.  Isabelle had prepared for this mission by getting a set of eyes inside the country, a feat not easily accomplished.  She had gathered a treasure trove of information working with Freedom Friday—an underground rebellion formed to get the word about Eritrea out to the rest of the world.  But she had also worked with the Red Sea Afar—a boots-on-the-ground rebellion—to smuggle an operative into Eritrea’s capital city, Asmara.  Her asset accomplished this by way of an abandoned port on the Red Sea, near Mitsiwa’e.  Twice, the operative had gone dark, and twice she thought she had lost him.  When he returned, this hardened man was not rattled, but there was something off about him, which was surprising considering he was normally an unshakable asset.

      “There was a forward team sent in to scout your locations as well as verify targets and exfil locations,” she said without hiding her exhaustion.  “I don’t need a lesson on how shitty it is there, Hardy, I just need an ETA.”

      “President Afwerki knows we’re here,” he said.

      “Do you have confirmation of this?”

      “His movements are confirmation enough.  The man had a second double in place when we hit his entourage.”

      “A second double?” Isabelle asked.

      “Yes.”

      The mission was to take out the president’s double so the monster had no one to hide behind when he made public appearances.  From inside the country, different factions could then be sure that any attack on the president was indeed an attack on the president.

      “Any survivors?” Isabelle asked.

      “No,” Hardy replied.

      Monarch Industries had been paid with dark money organized through a go-fund-me account set up by unknown sources within the UN.  The proceeds paid Monarch to run this operation.  These groups did not have the power to affect law, even after the UN determined that President Afwerki and the country of Eritrea were guilty of committing crimes against humanity.  This was where Monarch came into play.  They were contracted to help factions among the Eritrean people set up a coup d’état.  Shadowy sources worked with hackers inside the country to arrange for pathways into the country.  This was where Freedom Friday and Red Sea Afar came in.  These brave souls understood the inhumane treatment of the Eritrean citizens under the 28-year rule of President Isaias Afwerki, and they wanted Monarch to help them set the table for their revenge.  A proper coup d’état would likely secure freedom for six million Eritrean people.

      In Isabelle’s opinion, whatever Leopold had cooking in his nearly-insignificant world paled in comparison to the importance of her contract.  That didn’t mean Leopold didn’t matter.  He did.  That was why she needed to know what was happening, not just with Kiera but with some of her most prized assets.

      “Who gave you intel on the wrong double?” Isabelle asked.

      “A hacker.  We vetted him, and he’s not working for Afwerki.  He just got bad intel.  This place is the fucking Stone Age, ma’am.  You wouldn’t even believe the things you were seeing unless you had eyes on the ground.”

      “Are you tracking Afwerki’s double now?”

      “We think so.”

      “If all goes as planned, what’s your ETC?”

      “Estimated time of completion is two days at best, five at worst.  But that’s just a guesstimate.  Information on anything here is locked in a stranglehold.  It’s scary trying to get a bite to eat or even take a shit in a back alley.  Everyone is a snitch, no one has a job, and if they’re not busy trying to earn favor with the president, or the local officials, they’re walking their asses out of this shit hole country in the dead of night.”

      “Walking to where?”

      “Ethiopia.  On the other side of the border, there are refugee resettlement camps.  Last I checked there were 400 thousand refugees.”

      “My God,” she said.  Then, “How is Kiera doing?”

      “She’s ferocious as fuck,” Hardy said with pride.  “The guys aren’t even sure if she’s human.”

      “She is, I assure you,” Isabelle said.  “And the compliment is stirring to say the least.”

      “She’s earned it.”

      “In the next few hours, I’ll need your coordinates.  I’m sending in Savannah.  I’ve run into a timeline issue, and the girl is insistent that she join you.”

      “We’re already dug in, Boss,” Hardy said.  “We don’t need another girl, no offense.”

      “Maybe you didn’t hear me.  I said I’m sending Savannah.”

      A pause, then: “Oh, yeah.  Oh, hell yeah!  That’s one girl I’d trade everyone else for, but don’t tell them that.”

      “You’ll need to rendezvous with her in the next day or two.  She says she’ll find you; she just needs a general location.  Me, I prefer specifics.”

      “What’s with that girl anyway?” Hardy asked.  “Because all I know are the stories about her…”

      “Honestly, I don’t have any idea, but she’s good for Kiera, which is good for us, so if she wants to join the op, she can.”

      “She chose this?”

      “She insisted on it.”

      “What does she hope to gain?”

      “Nothing, from what I know,” Isabelle said.  “But I’ve watched her train with Kiera these last couple of months, and whatever you think of Kiera’s abilities…well, let’s just say, Savannah runs circles around her.”

      “So, she’s one of ours?” Hardy asked.  “Because there’s some confusion about that.”

      “She’s on loan from the Astor Academy lab, which is out of California.”

      “Did you say, Academy?”

      “Yes,” she said. “That’s Dr. Holland’s lab.”

      “Oh, that freaking creep,” Hardy muttered.  “Well, either way, it’ll be nice to see her in action.”

      “Don’t get any perverted ideas,” Isabelle warned.

      He laughed and said, “I’m offended that you’d even suggest it.”

      “You haven’t seen her in real life.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      They wound down the chitchat, then disconnected the call.  Isabelle’s phone rang again.  She looked at the number and considered letting the call go to voicemail.  It was Leopold.  Frowning, she picked up the call.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Wentworth?” she asked without even a hint of stress in her voice.

      “No ‘hello,’ ‘how’s the family,’ ‘how have you been?’ ”

      “That’s correct, Mr. Wentworth.  None of that.”

      “Did we not hit it off last time we met?”

      “No,” she said.  “And honestly, with all due respect, I don’t have the patience for this right now.”

      “If you’ve listened to any of the five messages I’ve left, you’ll know that I need to pick up Kiera for a quick trip to Prague.”

      “When do you need her?” she asked.

      “Soon, why?”

      “She is currently inaccessible.  You need to give me more time.”

      “Perhaps you could let me know when she’s on a mission from here on out and that way I can plan accordingly.”

      She caught the sarcasm in his voice.  Or was that tension?

      “That was not our agreement,” Isabelle said.

      She heard Leopold take a deep breath, hold it longer than usual, then release it in a measured sigh.  “You know, Isabelle, this might be the first time I don’t enjoy speaking with you.”

      “Now you know what it’s like for me when we talk to each other.”

      “I am far more charming than you give me credit for.”

      “That will serve you well in Prague,” Isabelle said, a bit of iciness riding the edge of her tone.

      Any American who has ever spent time in Prague knows that most Czechs don’t see the value in tourists taking a personal interest in them.  They don’t respond to overt politeness either.  And they sure as hell don’t always care for the charms of outsiders unless these outsiders have taken the time to learn part of the language and maybe study some of Prague’s culture from inside the country.

      “I’m sure it will serve me well,” he said, still sarcastic.  “Because they just love Americans so much.”

      “Don’t stray outside Wenceslas Square or Old Town, and you’ll be fine.”

      “What amazing advice,” he replied, now sounding irritated.  “Now, about Kiera…”

      “I will keep you posted on her progress, and when she returns, you may fly in and pick her up.”

      “I’m going to give you Cira’s number, just in case.  She will be acting in my interests should I become unavailable.”

      “Why so formal now, Leopold?” she asked.

      “This is me biting my tongue.”

      “Bite harder,” she replied, then promptly hung up.

      The last thing she had time for was temperamental multi-millionaires and their disappointments.
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Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      Leopold called Codrin.  He picked up right away and dammit if the kid was always eating something.  He sounded like he was eating even more now.

      “I spoke with Sydney Fox last night,” Leopold said.  “We have the job.  So we’re a go on that red room.”

      “It’s only been a month,” Codrin said, his version of bitching.

      “You’re not the only one sitting on your hands, kid.”

      “I’ve been monitoring this disgusting site for the last three weeks in anticipation of this moment.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      “Do you know how many children have been killed in that time?”

      “I don’t want to know,” Leopold said.

      “Twenty-three children,” Codrin said.  “Twenty-three.”

      “You’re a child to me,” Leopold said, bothered that his hacker told him what he expressly did not want to know.

      “Do you know how much money has changed hands?  You should take a guess.”

      “Millions?”

      “Tens of millions, at least,” the hacker said, suddenly eating nothing.  This was the first time Leopold ever heard Codrin talk without having food in his mouth, and the first time he heard the twenty-something man’s voice shake.

      “Let me know when the bidding starts on the next one,” Leopold said, trying to stop the conversation.

      He wasn’t trying to sound cold or dismissive.  It was just that, in his mind, he was seeing that video with Callie and the brute with the chainsaw, and he was thinking about how they dumped her body on the street like trash.  The imagery cut through his mind like a blade.  He kept his cool, but only because he had to.

      “Also, now that we’re a go,” Leopold continued, “it’s time to run down the owners of those numbered accounts.”

      “Okay,” Codrin said.  “You remember we were talking about the physical hacking, right?  We talked about that.”

      “Did you find someone?” Leopold asked.

      Codrin said, “I managed to find a very loose connection to someone inside the bank.  I need to massage it, see if I can…I need to see if there’s a way.”

      “Send me the instructions to get into the red room,” he said.

      “This is a very dark world, Leopold,” Codrin said.

      “That’s why we’re trying to change it.  As you said, time is critical, and lives are on the line.  Children’s lives.”

      “I know what I said,” Codrin said, slurping a drink.

      They ended the call on a high note.  A few minutes later, Leopold received an encrypted email package from Codrin.  This particular package included a list of requirements for making bids in the red room, as well as a set of rules and guidelines that all new members must read and sign.  There was also a new account form so that Leopold could place bids.

      After logging into TOR, Leopold followed Codrin’s login instructions to the letter.  Within a few minutes, he had entered the red room site, set up a user name and password, and was then given a form with text boxes to fill out.  This would allow the purveyors of this disgusting fucking website to vet him.

      He entered the required information into the text boxes using the exact wording Codrin had provided him.  The hacker assured Leopold that there was no physical address or personal information tied to this account.  They were using a fake name and a one-off address with a real account.

      When Leopold completed the task, his computer screen went black, and he was forced to reboot his system.  Was this normal?  Were they hacking his system?  It didn’t matter now.

      There was nothing left to do but wait.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two days later, Leopold was informed that his red room account had been accepted.  He was immediately assigned a new user name and password, and then he was directed to a different site altogether.  Once he logged on to that site, he would be able to view the girls and boys, and he could then place bids according to his tastes.

      Sitting before his computer, he was practically sweating and feeling filthy as hell by all of this.  Still, this was the job.  This was how he would catch these monsters.  He logged into the new site, almost hit the ENTER button but then promptly forgot to breathe.  He couldn’t do it.

      “This is what you do,” he told himself.

      He hit ENTER.

      From there, the darkness and horror engulfed him.  There were all kinds of kids for sale.  They were categorized by their faces and ages, but the selection screens were similar to some of the more tasteful porn sites you see where a professional profile picture comes with a full set of nudes.  But these were kids.

      He activated a dropdown menu, then stopped when he saw the options.

      “No,” he said.  “Oh, please no.”

      There was a clickable option for infants.

      Shoving himself away from his desk, he got up and ran to the bathroom, pulled up the toilet lid, and fell to his knees.  The revulsion was hitting him on all levels.

      This was unbelievable!

      The convulsions rocked him hard, beating against his spine, punching his organs, and squeezing his heart until everything hurt so bad he felt nothing but sickness, rage, helplessness, and determination.

      Yes, determination.

      He vomited four or five more times, noting the distinct smell of bourbon.  He told himself he was going to stop drinking.  But it was too late for that.  He was torn apart by two more violent upheavals, and then he swore to GOD that he would not drink again.

      When he was done with the purge, he sat back on his knees and caught his breath.  He grabbed a few squares of toilet paper, blew the throw-up snot from his nose, and then he spat out the acidic excesses.  The way he felt, he knew that in a few hours, if he wanted, he could start drinking again.  But after what he had just seen, he told himself he would try drinking sooner rather than later.

      He got up, washed his face and mouth, brushed his teeth, then returned to his computer.  Looking at the screen, seeing this marketplace for human perversions, violations, and murders, he realized that there wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to stop these feelings of disgust.

      Rather than resume his work, he stood back up, fixed himself a stiff drink, then told himself to suck it up, to do what needed to be done.

      “If it was easy, everyone would do it,” he told himself.

      It was time to act like someone trying to stop this shit rather than someone about to be broken by the knowledge of it.  He took a drink, then braced himself for entry.

      He refreshed the screen, saw the grid of girls, and then let out a low moan in response to what he saw.  Knowing this world existed was one thing, but to experience it at this level was another thing entirely.

      A new bid had popped up in his absence.  This bid came from the red room, the death room.  And the future victim: a 7-year-old blonde boy from Germany.

      Dear God.

      He couldn’t breathe.

      He took another drink, then used his forearm to wipe the tears from his eyes.  “You motherfucking motherfuckers,” he hissed under his breath.

      He clicked the box indicating his interest in placing a bid.  He was immediately prompted to enter his bid amount, and then he was asked for the method by which the boy was to be killed.  A tear dripped down his cheek as he typed in the amount: $50 thousand.  In the box below, where he was prompted to enter the means of death, he paused, unable to type a single word.

      He curled forward against a sudden gut-wrenching pain.  There were so many things going through his head, and none of them were good.

      What if he won the bid?  Could he live with himself for doing this?  And if he tried to back out, who would hunt him down?

      This was when he started to worry that Codrin hadn’t secured his information well enough.  But this was Codrin he was thinking about.  He was arguably one of the best hackers in the world, maybe the best.

      “You’re already in this world,” he said.  “Suck it up.”

      Without further ado, he typed in the word Chainsaw, and then he hit ENTER.

      If he’d had anything left to throw up, he would have launched it into the trashcan at his feet.  As it was, the dry heave that caught him by surprise was warm and smelled faintly of bile.

      He got up from the desk, paced the office.

      He couldn’t stop cursing, wishing death upon these people, promising to give them a violent ending.  He swore these things out loud and then he kept swearing even when they asked him to transfer his bid into an escrow account.

      “Greedy sons of bitches,” he said as he transferred the money.

      He felt the bid was low, but he wanted to make sure the site was legit, which it was proving to be.  The moment his bid amount was accepted and transferred into an escrow account, he was provided a one-time digital receipt, which he photographed with his phone.

      He immediately called Codrin.  “Put a trace on this transaction,” he said, trying to mask the emotion in his voice, “and find me the escrow account.”

      “Got it,” Codrin said.  A pause, then: “That’s just one round, Leopold.  I’ve seen several of these.”

      He wiped the tears from his eyes, tried to still his shaking hands, and slow his hammering heart.  The strangest thing was that he didn’t want to lash out at Codrin.

      Softly, he said, “It changes you.”

      “No,” Codrin said, mirroring his tone, “it ruins you.”

      “Call me when you have the info.”

      He hung up the phone, slammed a fist down on the desk, knocking a few things over, and then he went outside to get some fresh air.  Several hours later, Codrin called back.

      “I tracked the deposit to an escrow account that belongs to a dummy corporation in a bank that’s local to Prague.”

      “Good job,” Leopold said.  He thought about something, then he wondered about Codrin’s take on things.  “Do you think they’re using the same place to do the killings?  In Prague, I mean.”

      “You mean the same place…as Callie?”

      “Yes,” Leopold said.

      “It feels like it, and it looks like it, but there is no news of these killings, except for the news of Callie’s body being dumped in front of the Embassy.”

      “Maybe they’re importing murder but exporting the evidence,” Leopold said, thinking out loud.

      “There is a place that sees its fair share of death,” Codrin said.  “I’m not sure if there’s more to it than what’s being reported, but have you heard of Suicide Bridge?  It’s the site of many suicides, as the name suggests.”

      “I’ll check it out,” he said.

      Codrin started to say something, but then he stopped himself.  After a moment, he said, “Given Prague’s super-low crime rate, maybe you’re right.  Maybe they’re operating in Prague because no one expects that of them.  But what are they doing with the bodies?”

      “I don’t know,” Leopold said.

      “I think I’m starting to see how these vile creatures work,” Codrin said.  He took a bite of something and started chewing it on the phone.

      “I just decided that it’s time for me to go to Prague,” Leopold said.  “I need the location of the actual bank, and then I need whatever records you can dig up on the owners of the escrow account.”

      “You won’t find anything of importance at the actual bank.  So, going to the facility won’t matter.  But the account holders?  They’ll matter.  I’ll find them from my end.”

      He almost didn’t hear what Codrin had said because he was eyeing a very expensive bottle of Laphroaig Single Malt Scotch.  He chose the Johnnie Walker Blue Label instead.  This wasn’t a celebration; it was him needing a distraction and a numbing of his senses.

      “Sounds good,” he said as he cracked the seal.

      “Anything else?” Codrin asked.

      “Just get me a name on the account,” he said.  “I need leads to work.”

      “I will get it done.”

      A few weeks ago, Leopold tasked Codrin with creating a dossier on the new warden of NorCal State Prison.  He hadn’t said anything about it, but he assumed the background check was done.

      “Before I go,” Leopold said, “what did you find out on the new warden?”

      “I got the information you asked for, but I need to compile all of it into a single dossier.  I’ll package it for you and send it your way by midnight your time.”

      “You completed the file, though, right?” he asked.

      “I’m just sifting through the last of the data now.  I should have a formal package ready for you by midnight my time.  Do you need it rushed?  I could skip a meal or two if you need it right away.”

      “Midnight at your time will be fine, Codrin,” Leopold said.  “Thank you.”
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Atlas lay on his bed staring at the ceiling.  Every so often, when he glanced at the picture of Alabama on the wall beside him, he wondered what was next.  Mostly, he wondered how long he was going to wait before Leopold called on him.  More important, at his current weight and condition, was he even ready?  He wasn’t sure he was.  The bruised ribs, cut ear, sore elbow—all the places he’d been kicked—they were fine.  They would heal, but the guard who skipped a beanbag round off the side of his head?  That shit wasn’t right.

      He closed his eyes and tapped into the memory of the guard standing on his second-floor perch.  He had a sadistic slash of a grin on his face and the shotgun in hand.  Atlas’ blood started to boil.  Rather than sit there and churn, he crawled off his bunk, dropped down to the ground, and started doing push-ups.

      “You just got beat up and shot and now you’re working out?” his new celly, Andre, asked.  The big man was lying on his bed, not doing anything other than chilling.

      “Did I wake you up?” he asked, working his way through a hundred painful push-ups.

      “Yeah,” Andre said, “but it’s cool.  No big deal, bro.”

      “It’s better not to sleep during the day; makes sleeping at night easier.”

      “I saw you on TV,” he said.

      “A lot of folks did.”

      “Yeah, but I watched your court case,” Andre replied.

      Atlas decided to go from 100 to 150 push-ups.  He had the energy to burn, and he needed to purge himself of this anger.  He just kept seeing that guard’s face.  And then he thought of the man he beat down, the asshole who tried spitting in his food.

      Had Atlas not been so nice, had he not just gotten out of the hole, he could have killed him, or taken his eyes, or broken bones that would never recover properly.

      But he had time in the hole to think.  Gen pop would get rough, he knew that.  Maybe a few scumbags riled him up and got his ass tossed back in solitary confinement.  Or maybe he got himself slow-killed or permanently maimed.  There was any number of dark possibilities for him in there.  What mattered most, though, was that he be the one to decide his fate.  He didn’t want anyone else getting that satisfaction.

      “I killed a bunch of cops,” Andre said.

      Atlas turned over and started doing sit-ups.  He had done 150 push-ups, so he decided to do the same count in sit-ups.

      “Yeah, what’d they do to you?” Atlas asked, unmoved.

      No one came to NorCal to serve time for minor offenses.  This was where the worst of the worst ended up.  The worst of the worst encompassed killers, rapists, chomos, sex traffickers, and three-strike drug traffickers—the kind of dealers who moved real weight and maybe killed the competition along the way.

      “It was my fault,” Andre said.

      This surprised Atlas, but he didn’t show it.  He just kept going.

      Ask anyone in the joint, and almost all of them will tell you they were innocent.  They were just blameless, guiltless guys in the wrong place at the wrong time.  They were guys who got a bad rap.  And you always got guys saying they were entrapped by dirty cops, targeted by their race, lied to by witnesses, blah, blah, freaking blah.

      “I hope it doesn’t bother you that I did it,” Andre said.

      “What, that you killed cops?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “I didn’t figure you for the type who knocked over a convenience mart for candy and a few bucks in the cash register.”

      “Do you know how easy it was to kill them?” Andre asked.

      He stopped doing sit-ups at 117 because he wasn’t sure what his new cellmate’s intentions were.

      He turned and sat against the wall, and then he took a good look at the guy.  Andre’s hair was black and slick, a little long on the sides and in the back, and his arms were meaty and large, almost the size of a pre-teen’s thighs.  His hands were like mitts, the fingernails a bit long, and he had to weigh at least 350 pounds. Plus, this guy, Andre the Giant, had to stand damn near 7 feet tall.

      “I know how easy it is to kill a person,” Atlas said.  “I killed my last cellmate.  Did it with my bare hands and I loved it.”

      “Heard about that,” Andre said.  “Baxter K., right?  The serial killer who cooked and ate his victims?”

      “He was a smart-ass, thought he could intimidate me.  Is that what you’re trying to do?” Atlas asked.

      “Just making conversation.  I don’t want us getting off on the wrong foot on account of you killing criminals and me killing cops.  I think they put us together for sport.”

      “No, they put us in here because there were no cells available.”

      “There were after you killed those guys in the chow hall,” Andre said.  “But they said I’d get along best with you.  They said to take the top bunk.”

      Atlas stood, started throwing loose punches to warm up his shoulders, his elbows, his wrists.  “So you took the bottom bunk instead?”

      “I figured it was the right thing to do if you wanted the top.”

      “I prefer the top bunk,” Atlas said.

      “See, I knew they wanted problems for us.”

      The punches started getting a bit faster, looser but with some snap on the end.  Those last few inches, the snap-back, that’s where the real damage got done, but not with light hands and regular bones.  You need good bone density to help give you that “heavy hands” feel.  That’s why Atlas started punching the wall.  First, it was just the meat-slapping sounds of his fists hitting the wall, but then he ratcheted up the speed and the impact, really working his distancing and accuracy.

      He was careful not to cut open his skin, but all he kept seeing was that asshole who tried to spit in his food, all of his homies who later came in to beat on him, that roach who shot him in the side of the head.

      As he saw them in his mind’s eye, he worked the wall, heavier, faster, the meaty sounds of his knuckles turning to a pulp, and then a sharp pinch on the end of his knuckle.

      He stopped punching, looking at the red spot on the wall.

      “You punched blood on the wall,” Andre said.  “Hope you don’t got AIDS.”

      “Of course, I have AIDS,” he grumbled.

      Andre snorted out a laugh.

      He turned and started working elbow strikes, eye gouges, the ridge-hand strikes that if you landed at the right angle—usually 45°—you could break a man’s neck.  That was a strike he chose to make perfect.  Breaking necks with a single strike was legendary.  But, if you failed to get the break, even one solid strike would get you a knockout.

      He’d been jumped by four or five guys.  He’d been shot in the face with a beanbag round.  His situational awareness had been for shit, and he got his ass kicked.  Then again, he was so hungry that all he wanted was to protect his food and not get thrown back in the hole.  He should have killed those guys.  He could do another month in solitary.

      That’s your ego talking, dumbass.

      He couldn’t do another 30 days.  It would wreck his brain.  He had already felt the effects of too much time alone in the dark to want more.  That untethered feeling he was starting to have was a loss of self, an undoing of his sanity.  Without the element of time by which to measure the passing days, with neither sunsets nor sunrises for reference points, his circadian clock was off, his body couldn’t function properly, and he started to lose perspective on reality.  There was only blackness, only forever, only death.  This was what guys who did too much time in solitary talked about.  Now he knew the feeling firsthand.

      So, now that he was out of the hole, he went back to work on his kicks.  He did foot sweeps and ankle breaks, and he did front-of-the-knee and inside-hinge-of-the-knee kicks, and then he practiced kicks targeting the outsides of the legs.  When he was done, he worked on shin strikes coming down on the thighs, groin kicks, floating-rib strikes, big-toe strikes to the solar plexus, snap kicks off the chin, and roundhouse kicks to the hinge of the jaw.

      And then he took a rest…

      “You killed more people in prison than out of prison I heard,” Andre said.

      Atlas was breathing heavy, too heavy.

      “And I’m going to kill more before my time is up.”

      He went to the back of the bunk bed’s frame and started working on his stretching because the strikes to the chin and the roundhouse kicks to the hinge of the jaw felt tight.  He hadn’t stretched in weeks.

      “Why did you kill those cops?” he asked Andre.

      “They shot my sister over an ounce of weed.”

      “Cops don’t shoot girls for an ounce of weed,” Atlas said.  “No offense, but being a cop, I know none of these guys are so stupid that they’d give up their careers for something like that.”

      “Who can say why pigs do what they do?”

      “I can, you fucking oaf.”

      “You weren’t there.”

      “There had to be more, so maybe just cop to it and we’ll do fine together.  No pun intended.”

      “She had a gun,” Andre said.

      “There you go.”

      “But they shouldn’t have shot her as many times as they did.”

      “Did she draw on them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m sorry that your sister made the choices she did, and that you were forced to do what you did.”

      “I killed them because I wanted to,” Andre said, a little heat entering into his voice.

      “Do you regret your decision now?” he asked as he stretched the other leg.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Atlas stopped stretching long enough to lean over and look at the man.  Instead of a hostile felon and a murderer, he saw a big brother with genuine remorse in his eyes.  That was not what he expected to see, nor was it what he expected to hear.

      “Do you regret what you did?” Andre asked him.

      Atlas didn’t have to think about this.  The answer was easy.  “No, not at all.”

      “Yeah, those cocksuckers deserved what they got,” Andre said.  “Anyone who kills kids because they’re being dumbasses, especially if they just held up a convenience store and smoked a few innocents, they deserve what they got, what you gave them.  I don’t think no one holds that against you.”

      “It is what it is,” Atlas said.

      “You were flat-out 5150, though, dog.  I saw the black in your eyes.  They got pictures of it on the internet.  You know that, right?”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah, they got snaps of you with that shotgun shooting those fools.  And some sites, they got pictures of that dude’s dome you pulped.  I ain’t gonna shit you, bro, my stomach rolled seeing what you did.”

      “I’ve done worse in here,” Atlas said, back on the ground doing pushups.

      “I heard that.”

      “Stabbed some guy too many times to count.”

      “Yeah, heard that, too.”

      “Even after he was dead,” Atlas said.  He continued to grind out the reps.  “I lose it sometimes, too, you know?  I just go to this dark place.”

      “That’s how I killed those cops,” Andre said.  “I just saw my sister.  She was dead.  I had the black eyes, too, that thing where you go from seeing red to seeing nothing.  When I watched the videos back in court, I didn’t know who controlled my body, but it wasn’t me.”

      “I won’t hold you to your shit if you don’t hold me to mine,” Atlas said, humping out those last few reps.

      “Naw, man,” Andre said.  “We good if we good.”

      “Yeah, we’re good.”

      He finished his pushups, moved back into his sit-ups, worked his way to a hundred, then found he didn’t have the gas to keep going.

      Pathetic.

      “I’m Rory,” he said.

      “For real?” Atlas asked with a grin.

      “You think I’d let anyone call me Andre the Giant if it was true?” he asked.  “The real wrestler, Andre the Giant, was a living legend.  I’d never dream of ruining his good name.”

      Atlas laughed and said, “That’s funny.  I’m Atlas, by the way.”

      He smiled and said, “I know that, man.”

      “Good to meet you, Rory.”

      “Hargrove, you’ve got a visitor,” a guard said, startling Atlas.

      Atlas turned and looked at the man, and much to his chagrin, this was the guard who shot him in the face with the beanbag round.  He didn’t have that same sneer.  Not now.  This asshole was now just a guy there to deliver a message.

      “You taking me?” Atlas asked.

      “That a problem?”

      “Not for me.”

      “Better not be for either of us,” he warned.

      Atlas rubbed the swollen side of his head and said, “I’ve got a tally of bullshit running in my mind just so you know.”

      “I could give a damn,” the guard said, “but I choose not to.  You want me to tell her to go away?”

      “Her?”

      “She’s good-looking,” the guard said.  “Seems sweet, too.  Russian accent.  Surprised she’s here for you, you being…well, you.”

      He put on his shoes, then he looked at the guard and offered up his wrists.  He knew the drill.  The guard cuffed him, opened the cell door, and then escorted him to the visitors’ booths.

      “You didn’t have to shoot me in the head,” Atlas said under his breath.

      “I wanted to,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Guys like you make things hard for guys like me.”

      “Do you realize I was trying to avoid a confrontation?” Atlas asked.

      “I saw that.”

      “But you shot me anyway.”

      “You attacked first,” the guard said.

      “He was about to spit in my food.  I guess you didn’t see that from your post.”

      “Would it have mattered?” the guard asked.

      “I didn’t kill him.”

      “But you wanted to, right?”

      “No,” Atlas said.  “I just wanted to be left alone.”

      “No one gets left alone in here, Hargrove.  Not even the killer ex-cop.”

      When he arrived in visitation, he saw Jade sitting there, looking as beautiful as he had ever seen her.  When he last saw her, it was in the street in front of her house.  He had surprised her with a photo of Alabama, proof that their daughter was still alive.  It had broken Jade’s heart to know that she had given up on both Atlas and Alabama.  Atlas saw this truth written all over her face, how she felt like the worst mother in the world at that moment.  But she had been kind to him—the wife he once knew—and for that reason, he was overjoyed to see her.

      He sat down, picked up the phone, then smiled at her.  She picked up her phone, too.

      “You don’t look well,” she said.

      He had a swollen forehead, bruises on his face and arms, and he was losing that bulk he had worked so hard to acquire.

      “Seeing you is a dream come true, Jade.  My God, you look beautiful.”

      She smiled, but there were tears in her eyes.  “What are they doing to you in here?”

      “Most days they’re trying to kill me.”

      She dabbed her eyes to stop the inevitable rush of tears.  “I’m sorry, I…I didn’t…I shouldn’t have asked the question if I couldn’t take the answer.”

      “The good news is I’m on a winning streak.”

      She laughed, then looked him in the eyes, unblinking, not turning away.  “When I see you in there, in your prison clothes looking so skinny and abused, I try to think of you as the husband I once had, and I cannot connect the two versions of you.”

      “I know exactly how you feel,” he said.

      “Are there people listening to us on this line?” she asked.  He nodded.  “I thought so.”

      “Did you want to ask me something?”

      “I guess I’ve been thinking about things with us, how they once were, what they became, and how we left things when I last saw you.”

      He knew what she meant.  She was talking about him surprising her a month ago.  “I understand what you mean.”

      “I was so mad at you this entire time for deserting me when Alabama was taken.  I died when I thought Alabama was dead.  I started to accept it because it was easier to think of her as being dead than it was to think of her being out there, scared, alone, and getting…being…”

      Her eyes began to water, and he saw a slight trembling in her hands.  There was no stopping the surge of emotions.  Atlas knew this.  He knew her.

      She continued.  “I couldn’t move on if you didn’t move on.  That’s why I tried to move on without you.  But now…with everything…new, I realize you chose right, despite the pain, and I chose wrong.”

      The first tear spilled over her lid and slid down her cheek.  She didn’t even bother wiping her eyes at that point.

      “You did the best you could do under the circumstances,” Atlas said.

      “No, I didn’t,” she said, still crying.

      “Yes, you did.”

      “She’s alive, Atlas.”

      “I know.”

      “If you find her, and if there ever comes a day when you can get out of here,” she said, “what would that mean for us?”

      “Would there even be an ‘us’?” he asked.

      “That’s why I’m here.  It’s what I’ve been thinking about.”

      Atlas didn’t say anything because it looked like she wasn’t done speaking.

      “I know I’ve been with Rocco,” she said, “and that you don’t really like him or how that all went down, but will that be an issue?”

      “I suppose it depends on how he feels about you cheating on him with your ex-husband.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” she said.

      “You mean you wouldn’t cheat again?”

      “Yes,” she replied, her eyes red and her cheeks burning.

      Atlas had said this but he didn’t want to.  He was still bitter that Rocco had taken her from him, and that she went with him when things got rough.  Deep down, however, he didn’t blame her or Rocco, and he couldn’t let her live with the guilt any longer.

      “It’s okay, I have someone I’ve been with a few times, too,” he said.  “So whatever guilt you have, maybe you could not let it bother you anymore.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, sitting up and wiping her eyes.

      “I met her after you left me,” he said.

      “Was it the woman you were with in the car?” she asked, giving nothing away.  She was referring to when Cira drove him to Jade’s house to show her the photo of Alabama.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “She’s really pretty,” Jade said quietly.

      “There will never be another you, and if you want it, you will always come first.  That is your decision, though.”

      She nodded, sniffling again, her lithe body trembling all over.

      He looked at her, memorizing every detail.  From the way she wore her black hair up, to her slender jawline, to her delicate little nose, and those big gorgeous eyes, she was a vision to behold, an angel in every sense of the word.

      “Do you ever think what it would have been like if Alabama had never been taken?” he asked.

      “All the time,” she replied, taking a Kleenex from her pocket.

      “That’s the way I want to live with you,” he said.  “I’ll have to do it in my mind, but in that place, Jade, my queen, I love you so much your heart can hardly handle it.”

      She shook out more tears.  There was so much grief in her eyes, so much pain for a life turned upside down.  But then, for the first time in a long time, the love she once had for him shone through.  The look stilled him, took that cagey animal inside of him, and let it breathe, relax, and unwind.  He wanted to remember that look in her eyes for all of time.  He dared not even blink, lest he miss a fraction of a second of that look.

      “I wish you didn’t love me the way you do,” she said.

      “I thought that, too, at first.  But then I realized something important.  The only thing that matters in this world is the love you have for the people in your life.  Without love to give life meaning, life becomes a prison, a cage without bars, solitary confinement.  So, regardless of our circumstances, your new life, or Alabama’s separation from us, I love you, I love our daughter, and I love our family.  And so from now on, this is me choosing life.”

      “I wish I knew this version of you before this place,” she said.

      “Time’s up, Hargrove,” the guard said from behind him.

      “Come see me again?” Atlas asked.

      “When you have some meat on your bones.  It hurts me to see you like this.”

      “Yeah, it hurts me, too,” he quietly admitted.  “We have a new warden.”

      “How will that impact your stay?” she asked, glancing back and forth from Atlas to the guard behind him.

      “She seems to have my number, and she wants me on my best behavior.”

      “How will that impact your ability to…think about Alabama?”

      He suddenly felt very old and very defeated.  He ran a hand over his face, tried to keep his cool.  That was the big question, the one without an answer.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Time’s up, Atlas,” the guard said.  “Say goodbye to the lady.”

      “What about your friends?” Jade asked, referring to Cira and Leopold, those with the juice to get him out of here.

      “I don’t know about that, either.”

      “I’m not kidding, Hargrove.”

      Atlas pulled the phone from his ear, spun around, and said, “I can’t say goodbye with you chiming in my ear like a bitch, so please, just zip it.”

      Without waiting, he turned back to Jade, desperate to see more of her, for her not to go, for this pestilence of a guard to allow him two more minutes.

      She said, “You got my hopes up, Atlas.  You know that, right?”

      “Yes,” he said with that sinking feeling.

      “It’s a tough place to be, back in this fight with these hopes and fears, with this determination and the helplessness, and…and the memories of all the things that might have happened to our daughter after all these years.  I worry about her, what she went through, how she has…suffered.”

      This one word seemed to break her.  He pressed his palm on the Plexiglas barrier.  She did the same.  This was the closest he could come to holding her, rubbing her back, telling her he would do everything he could to take away her pain.

      “The guilt is tremendous, Atlas,” she cried.

      “I know, but think of the upside.  Had I not gotten in here, we wouldn’t be where we are right now.  I mean, I’ve seen her; we’ve seen her; she’s alive.”

      “I know,” she said, wiping her eyes, the makeup finally starting to show signs of breaking down.  “I just hate this feeling.”

      People are always talking about the ugly cry face, but Jade was the only woman he’d ever known who looked more beautiful in her sadness.  It broke his heart.  It made him want her more than ever.

      “I do, too,” he said.

      “When can I come and see you again?” she asked.

      “You need to check with the prison.  I don’t know any of this because I didn’t expect anyone to visit.  Not after all that I’ve done to get here.”

      “Atlas,” the guard said, softer now, not so demanding.

      “I love you, Jade.  We’ll find her.”

      “I love you, too.”

      When he stood, it was with tears in his eyes as well.  The river of hate flowing through his veins had dried up, and all he felt was sadness, desperation, and love.

      When he turned to the guard, the man had a solemn look on his face.  As they were walking back to Atlas’ cell, the guard said, “I’m sorry I shot you in the face.  I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Atlas damn near fell over.  Instead, he nodded and said, “I appreciate that.”

      When he returned to his cell, the guard said nothing, and he said nothing.  Instead of working out more, Atlas just climbed onto his bed, held a vision of Jade in his mind, and looked at the photo of Alabama.

      One by one, he was bringing his family back together.  But then he thought of the warden.  He prayed she wouldn’t be a problem for Leopold, because, if he couldn’t reunite his family, then he had no reason to live, to exist, or to even try.
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      Leopold stirred to the sound of the email notification, but he did not wake up.  Instead, he slept through the morning.  While the days of hard drinking and the nights of sexual triumphs kept him inebriated and in a constant state of distraction, his 53-year-old body was now demanding some rest.

      The next day, he went on a day date with a woman he’d met last week.  They shared lunch, and they had great chemistry and similar intentions.  He had taken her to a hotel and ravaged her, and then he offered her a ride home—which she declined with a long, sweet kiss.  She took an Uber home while he stayed in bed to try to sleep off a hangover.  When he woke up, he called Ethan, who came and picked him up from the hotel.

      “Where to now, sir?” his driver, Ethan, asked.

      “Home, please.”

      Leopold went home, took a long hot shower, then looked in the mirror and realized he was becoming a man-whore.  These were unhealthy practices for a bachelor with too much money and all the time in the world.

      “Get your shit together,” he said to his reflection.

      When he was done chastising himself, he remembered the email notification from earlier that morning.  He sat down with a big glass of vegetable juice and opened his secure email.

      Codrin had delivered the package.

      He opened the email, saw the warden’s profile photo, then sat back.  “Look at you,” he said.  “You’re not half bad at all.”

      He took a long sip of his vegetable juice, then he pulled back and looked at the orange-colored liquid.  He felt like it would be better if it were spiked, but he resisted the urge.  Instead of going for more alcohol, Leopold read through the warden’s file.  Every so often, he would return to her photo and stare.  She was attractive in her own right.  Even though her looks were not to the level to which he was accustomed, she had intriguing features he knew most men would appreciate.

      “You are going to love me, Kathleen Richardson,” he said to the woman’s picture.

      But then he dug into the meat of Warden Richardson’s dossier, and the further he read, the more concerned he became.  The woman had no known vulnerabilities, no dark secrets, and no points of entry.

      He used a series of passwords Codrin had provided to access the warden’s private emails, Facebook messages, Twitter history, and interests on Pinterest.  After that, he sat back and thought about the things he’d seen, hoping to spot a pattern or patterns he could use to exploit her.

      Who was Warden Richardson? What were her interests? Where could he force open a hole in her life and crawl inside? 

       There had to be a way!  

      But there were no logical openings to be found, not as far as he could see.  The warden was clean, super-clean.

      He ordered two steak dinners, had Ethan pick up the food, and then he and the former intel-man-turned-driver enjoyed the meal together.

      “You seem extra troubled,” Ethan said.  Leopold was drinking again.  “I’ve never seen you like this.”

      “You worked overseas, right?” Leopold asked.

      “I did several tours.”

      “So, you’ve seen some shit,” he said.  Ethan nodded.  “I saw things I didn’t want to see in Juárez, and that girl…”

      “Callie Fox,” Ethan said.  Leopold looked at him, surprised.  “I’m not fresh out of the womb, Mr. Wentworth.”

      “I knew that when I hired you,” Leopold replied coolly.  That had been years ago when his block-chain corporation was rocketing into the stratosphere.  “But, well, you know that I’ve retired from that life.”

      “From block-chain, yes.”

      “I have taken up several philanthropic pursuits of late,” Leopold explained.  “As I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “Quietly, yes,” Ethan replied.  “But you pay me well, and you treat me with respect.  For that, sir, I’m a vault, meaning all of my observations are mine and mine alone.  As I said, I am a vault.”

      “Can you look at a dossier and see if there’s a way to exploit a target?” he asked.

      “Are you trying to develop an asset or burn an enemy?” Ethan asked.

      “Develop an asset.”

      After dinner, Ethan gave Leopold instructions on how to tap into Warden Richardson’s cell phone, activating both the microphone and her camera feature.

      “See if there is anything you can use against her, but you need to make sure this doesn’t come back to bite you.  None of this is exactly legal.”

      “Of course it’s not,” Leopold said.  “What about the file?”

      “I’ll look at it tonight if that’s okay with you.”

      “That will be fine,” he said, out of options.

      Upstairs, Leopold fixed himself a hot cup of coffee.  While enjoying his brew, he tapped into Warden Richardson’s cell phone, specifically her microphone.  She was having a conversation with her husband.

      After 15 minutes of eavesdropping, he realized there was nothing of significance to be learned, and he hated that he was invading her privacy.  She sounded nice and normal, not shifty and disgusting, like Warden Dicampli.  He didn’t expect that.  But after reading her dossier, he didn’t expect to find her at massage parlors getting happy endings or downtown pulling on some trans-person’s crank.  That was Dicampli, not Richardson.  He finally activated the camera feature on her phone, but what he saw was the ceiling, mostly.  Was this the master bedroom?  If so, he would not be surprised.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my mood,” she said.

      “Not now, but this is becoming a pattern,” her husband said.  Dwight Richardson: real estate broker and part-time contractor.

      “Look, I just think that if we don’t connect through sex, we’re not going to be able to get over whatever this thing is between us.”

      “You’re reading too deeply into this,” she said, dismissing him.  She picked up the phone, and that’s when Leopold saw her staring right at him.

      Leopold backed off quickly, not wanting to be seen, but then he watched her eyes moving back and forth, her gaze traveling over the text on the screen.  He started to laugh.  She couldn’t see him; only he could see her.

      Suddenly he felt very creeped out.  Leopold deactivated both the mic and camera features, then wondered about her and Dwight’s relationship.  He didn’t know why she was being the way she was with Dwight or what this “thing” was between them.  He called Codrin back and said he wanted a workup on the husband.

      “Why?” Codrin asked.

      “There’s something there, something broken in their lives.  It may be typical marriage stuff or irreconcilable differences, but I want to see if I can compromise Kathleen through Dwight.  That might be my only way in.”

      “How soon are you going to need Dwight’s info?” Codrin asked.

      “Sooner rather than later.”

      “A man of my particular skill set would say he needs ‘rush money’, that he needs to ‘set everything aside’.  But with our arrangement and our conversation from earlier, I have already taken the initiative.”

      “Look at you,” Leopold said with a grin.

      “I already have the workup,” Codrin said, “but does this change our pay arrangement?”

      “No, in fact, with this anticipatory move, I will add a little something extra.  I appreciate your instincts and your initiative.”

      Leopold could not see the hacker, but he felt like Codrin was smiling a little wider.

      “Thank you, Mr. Wentworth,” he said.

      While he waited for Codrin to send the file, Leopold went through the contents of the warden’s phone, looking at her calendar.  He’d need to meet her eventually.  That was when he saw a work function that did not have a ‘plus one’ on the invite.

      That function—a fundraiser for the prison—was taking place three days from then.

      Leopold studied the particulars of the fundraiser, and that brought him to several topics of interest.  Of particular interest was the recent move by US banks to stop providing loans to private for-profit prisons.  One such bank said that they found reports of abuse and less-than-stellar living conditions for the inmates.  This type of failure violated the banks’ standards for human conduct.  For these reasons, they announced that they would not be lending to those institutions anymore.  Further research showed that the public backed the banks and appreciated the stand they had taken.

      He looked at one of the sources provided by one particular reporter, a source that linked him to the findings of federal investigators.  The website, Equal Justice Initiative, provided a thorough write-up on the matter.

      

      “Federal investigators have found that private prisons fail to provide sufficient rehabilitative services, maintain adequate security, or save taxpayers money—and they reported higher rates of assault, more uses of force, and more contraband in private prisons than in government facilities.

      “Huge profits from the warehousing of human beings create perverse incentives and hinder efforts to reform sentencing laws, emphasize rehabilitation goals, and reduce the prison population. Indeed, private prison contracts routinely include ‘lock-up quotas’ that require state governments to maintain a minimum level of occupancy or pay a penalty for uninhabited beds, and private prison companies fund expensive lobbying efforts to influence state criminal policies.”

      

      He looked up from the article and smiled.  This was his way in.  Private prisons were now being forced to seek private money.  But what was troubling was that many of these prisons were now looking for money abroad.  Did that mean foreigners profiting off private American prisons?  Oh, yeah…he found the need that would provide him his opening.

      He called Codrin, who immediately answered by saying, “My girlfriend doesn’t even call me this much.”

      “If you pay for sex and don’t get phone calls, then, technically, you don’t have a girlfriend.”

      He heard Codrin chewing his food again, and then he heard him break into laughter.  “That was a good one.”

      “I need your help,” he said, getting right to the point.

      “I am at your disposal, as always,” Codrin said as he chomped down on what sounded like a handful of chips, kettle chips.

      He gave Codrin the name of the fundraiser, the sponsor, and the date, and then he said, “I need to be on the guest list as a potential donor.”

      “Is this something you want to donate to?” Codrin asked.

      “Not all prisons, just one,” he said.  “NorCal State Prison.  As you know, I have an interest inside.”

      “Atlas Hargrove,” he said, his fingers tapping noisily over the keys.

      “That’s right,” Leopold said.

      “You’ll need to donate.”

      The typing stopped.

      “You’re in?” Leopold asked.

      “Yeah.  Hang on.”  A pause, then: “What email do you want them to use?  You’re on the guest list, by the way.”

      “Good God, Codrin.”

      “Impressive, right?” he said, pleased with himself.

      “Very,” Leopold said.  He gave Codrin an unused email account, something he had set up for this type of venture.

      “Okay, you’re done,” Codrin said.  “Check your inbox for a confirmation message within the next few hours.  If you run into any snags, let me know.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I just sent you Dwight’s dossier, but no news yet on the escrow account’s holders.”

      “Stay on it,” Leopold said.

      “Okay.  By the way, Dwight’s dossier contains a few gold nuggets I’m sure you will appreciate,” the hacker said, taking a bite out of something.  With food in his mouth, he said, “For real, Leopold.  There’s some good shit in there.”

      “You’re the best,” Leopold said, not even caring that he could hardly understand that last statement because Codrin was talking with his mouth full.

      When he hung up, Leopold thought he heard Codrin say, “I know.”

      This made Leopold laugh.

      Before he forgot, he sent a quick email instructing Codrin to bill him for the favor.  He even suggested the kid invoice him for Dwight Richardson’s dossier.

      Ten minutes later, the invoices arrived.

      For whatever reason, Leopold began to whistle, something he found annoying when he was forced to listen to other peoples’ good moods put to a tune.

      As he walked through his oversized closet looking at his suits, shirts, and ties, he thought about the size of a contribution he wanted to make to NorCal State Prison.  Then again, if he was in for a dime, he was in for a dollar, so long as the donation would gain him access to the prison when he needed it.

      “Time to sober up and start running this game,” he said to himself as he pulled out an Armani suit that fit nicely for being an off-the-rack selection.

      Things were coming together, and he would need to leave for Prague soon.  But for now, he had to bring together a memorable ensemble for the benefit.  That meant looking his best and not smelling like the bottom of a bottle.

      When he was done in the closet, he went back into Warden Richardson’s email and clicked her attachments link.  From there, he selected “photos” and then watched a grid of photos populate on the screen.  Most of the pictures were useless to him, but he found a collection from Kathleen and Dwight’s trip to Hawaii a few years back.  He was floored.  The warden had a killer body on her.

      Looking at her pictures, he said, “I’m going to find dirt on either you or your husband, and then I’m going to own you.  And if I can’t find anything worthwhile, then I’m going to make dirt on both of you, of that you can be sure.  All for the greater good, of course.”

      He logged off the internet, shut down the computer, and then he turned in for the evening and went to bed.  He was relieved to have leads to work with, but something was disturbing about ruining a good woman’s life to suit his interests. Never in a million years did he think he would exploit someone like Kathleen Richardson.  Then again, he never imagined going to Juárez, doing a drug deal to buy guns in Mexico, and then killing Fabian Dicampli.  

      Rolling over, closing his eyes, he knew he was not the Leopold Wentworth persona he had long ago created for himself.  He was becoming something different, something edgier, something less socially refined.  Most important, he felt lethal and deviously efficient.  

      To slay monsters, one must transform his soul and surrender his social conscience.  But he must maintain his integrity in both benevolence and mania.  This was a line that was nearly impossible to walk.  But he could do it.

      He was already doing it.
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      Leopold woke to the sound of a ringing phone.  He rolled over, opened his eyes, and saw the puddle of drool on the sheets.  He grabbed the phone, blinked several times until he could read the caller ID.  It read Anonymous, like the hacker group.  In other words, it was Codrin.

      “Yeah,” Leopold said.

      “Did I wake you?” Codrin asked.

      It was light outside.  Had he finally gotten a good night’s sleep?  “Sure, but that’s no problem.  What’s going on?”

      “I sent you a folder on what looks like a cutout corporation based in Prague.  That’s the escrow account where you parked your bid.  Did you check to see if you won the red room bid?”

      “That whole thing made me sick.”

      “Spoiler alert, you didn’t win the bid.  But the good news is you have the right to buy the snuff film, which means you were in the top five bids, not including the winning bid, of course.”

      He rolled over into the sunlight, then turned his face away from the glare.  “I’m not buying a snuff film,” he growled.

      “We don’t have to, Leopold.”

      “Okay, I’m listening,” he said, sitting up.

      “They gave us the account number where we can transfer money for the purchase of the film.  From there, I was able to track down the account.”

      “Oh, really,” he said.

      “They covered their tracks just right,” he said.

      “How so?”

      “By hiding the transfers to different shell corporations, then working them through offshore tax havens, and then purchasing houses and cars they slip into various trusts and tax-free foundations as protected assets.”

      “What about the remainder of the money?” Leopold asked.  “Every good portfolio has a liquid capital as a percentage of their assets.”

      “If they’re parking their cash anywhere, it’s in numbered accounts.”

      “Credit Suisse?” Leopold asked.

      “Raiffeisen Switzerland,” Codrin replied.  “I’m seeing other numbered accounts as well, not just in Switzerland.  I tracked a transfer to Andorra, although I’m having some trouble running down anything there.”

      “Numbered accounts, are you sure?” Leopold asked.

      “Positive.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      Codrin laughed.  “It’s going to be a big fucking problem.  You need someone on the inside.  The names of the account holders are typically kept in a safe using a paper-based filing system that only the highest levels of management can access.  Meaning there is nothing I can find on the computer, only the one numbered account in Switzerland.”

      “I need a name,” Leopold said.

      “Which is why I say we have a big problem.”

      “How do we fix it?”

      “We need someone on the inside,” Codrin said.

      “Can you pull a list of the managers at the account holder’s branch?”

      “Already did.”

      “Can you cross-reference the names with social media profiles and maybe see if we can find a friend of a friend, something like that?”

      “Already on that, too,” he said.  “I’ll let you know if I come up with anything.  I sent the file and the account numbers to you.  You will also have information on the bank’s Raiffeisen branch, where the account was opened.  This will be where the account holder’s name or names are stored.”

      “Is there any way of finding out if this account belongs to one person or many?” Leopold asked.

      “I think it belongs to a few people based on the path it took to get to Raiffeisen, but that’s a semi-educated guess.  There are several trusts and a foundation that I’m still looking into.  I’m working on the premise that all roads eventually lead to Switzerland, which is where our most important answers reside.  Andorra will serve as a backup, our last resort lead.  But Andorra is going to be harder to crack than Switzerland.”

      “Why is that?” Leopold asked.

      “Because places like Andorra serve as answers to places like Switzerland.  Banking regulations have changed and the protections that numbered accounts offered 10 and 20 years ago, assuming they went back that far, has waned.”

      “Numbered accounts in Switzerland started back in 1910 so wealthy Europeans could hide their money from the tax collectors.  I’m sure it hasn’t waned that much.”

      “We’re about to find out,” Codrin said.

      Later that night, the hacker called back, breathless and not chewing chips or sandwiches or pickles.  “I found someone we might be able to use.  A classmate of the relationship manager at the Raiffeisen branch we’re interested in.  He knows a guy I used to game with a few years back.”

      “That’s great,” Leopold said.

      “By your tone of voice, I can see you don’t understand what kind of a break this is for us,” Codrin said.

      Leopold was eating.  He put a handful of chips into his mouth and started chewing into the phone.  “Go ahead; amaze me with your Romanian wizardry, Codrin of the Pichler clan.”

      “Are you drunk?” he asked.

      “A smidge,” Leopold said with a chuckle.  “But my processing speed on things like this never diminishes.  So speak, lad.  Speak.”

      “Okay, so my guy, he got in touch with the banker.  The guy still has a job there.  So, my gamer friend is like me, meaning he does what I do, and he said they can compromise this guy about a thousand different ways.”

      “I just want the name or names on the accounts,” Leopold said, taking another handful of chips and chewing them open-mouthed into the phone.  “Rather than blackmail him for this, let’s catalog his weaknesses, present him with what we’ve found about him, then tell him what we want and ask what he would like in return.”

      “Protecting the privacy of the numbered account holders is probably the most important part of his job,” Codrin said.  “So I think his ask will be rather large.”

      “Not if we can ruin him a thousand different ways, as your friend said.  We just need to make sure he knows we have him by the shorthairs before he asks for compensation.”

      “True,” Codrin replied.  “I’ll get back to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, on the morning of the private prison benefit where Warden Kathleen Richardson would be in attendance without Dwight, Codrin got back to Leopold.

      “Okay,” he said, “we’ve got the connection.”

      Leopold grinned.  “What’s the ask?”

      “Money, of course,” he said.

      “How much?”

      “Half a million—”

      “He can get bent,” Leopold said.

      “Yes, but he’ll take a hundred grand.”

      “What else?”

      “Girls,” Codrin said.

      “Can we buy him some?” Leopold asked.

      “Yes, I think, but that opens you up to exposure,” Codrin said with some hesitation.  “It’s the age of the girls he’s asking for.”

      “Please don’t say it.”

      “He’ll take eighteen, but over twenty is too old.”

      “How old is this guy?”

      “Not old, twenty-nine.  He just likes them young.”

      “Tell him $50 thousand, and we’ll get him three girls, all age eighteen.  Or he can have $100 thousand, and he’ll have to pull his own pussy.”

      “Okay,” he said.  “Am I authorized to say yes, then?”

      “Of course, Codrin.  I expect you to make the deal.  I’ll handle the transfer when you’re ready.  $10 thousand upon acceptance, and the remainder of the balance when we get the information.  And tell him that if he screws us, I’ll hunt him down and cut out his heart.”

      “Okay,” Codrin said.  “I’ll say it just like that.”

      “You’re catching on, young man.”

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      All Atlas wanted to do was stay out of trouble and be left alone.  But he would never be left alone.  He would always have to fight to stay alive.  And that was why he wanted to beat half of these maggots to death.  To prove a point to show them he wasn’t scared.

      When Charles dropped by with the book cart, he handed Atlas a few books, and then he quietly said, “There’s a hit out on your new guy.  It seems Andre the Giant likes you.  The shot callers didn’t expect that, and they certainly don’t like it.”

      Atlas glanced back at Rory, and then back to Charles.  “For real?” he asked.

      “Thought you ought to know, in case you’re cool with the guy.  You’re not on the current hit list, by the way, but the shot callers are looking for more than a few ways to break you.”

      “Shocker,” Atlas replied.  “You good?”

      “All good in the hood, brother.  But someone ratted me out, so I ain’t dealing no more.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Atlas said.

      “Earned me extra time for getting caught.”

      “How much?”

      “Leonard, get a move on it!” one of the guards yelled.

      “Five years maybe,” Charles said, ignoring the guard.  “My lawyer is looking at it.  But my lawyer sucks, and so I’m probably looking at a nickel, out in two with good behavior.”

      “Damn, bro, that blows.”

      “Is what it is.”

      “Charles Leonard, I’m talking to you!” the guard roared.

      “Gotta go,” Charles said.  He turned to the guard, showed him a thumbs up.  “All good, Boss!”  He cast one last glance at Atlas, a warning.  “You’d best watch your back all the same.”

      Atlas looked down at the books Charles had given him and smiled.  The man had great taste in books: Ayn Rand’s book Atlas Shrugged and David Eddings’s first book in the Belgariad series, Pawn of Prophecy.

      He looked at Rory, held up the books, and asked, “Atlas Shrugged or fantasy?”

      “Fantasy,” he said.  The big man sat up and leaned forward so that he didn’t hit his head on the bottom of Atlas’ bunk bed.  His head and shoulders were protruding out into the room a good eighteen inches.

      Atlas smiled, but he knew that if it came to it, Rory could probably beat him to death without trying too hard.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Atlas and Rory walked into the chow hall, a few of the shot callers started running their mouths about both of them.

      Atlas looked back at Rory; the big man shrugged his shoulders.

      They kept picking at Atlas, but he refused to take the bait.  He did what he knew to do: show no fear, and keep your ears open and your eyes moving.

      There were active threats everywhere.  But if he played his cards right, if these morons left him alone long enough, he could prove to Warden Richardson that he could stay clean.  That way, when she was pressed to release him to Leopold or Cira, hers would be an easier decision to make.

      That meant he was placing a tremendous amount of faith in Leopold to get him out of there again.  But, what if he couldn’t?  What if there was no way to compromise the warden?  Then again, someone took out Dicampli.  Someone in Leopold’s team might have done the hit, so with that in mind, he fought to stay calm, to play nice.

      Things suddenly got very quiet, and by the time he realized there was a problem, he heard the big grunt from behind him.  He turned and found Rory staring at him with a stunned look on his face.  But behind Rory, one of the road dogs had his own set of wide eyes.  If he was the guy running the hit, why did it look like someone got him the same way he got Rory?

      Then, at that instant, he saw everything unfolding.

      Charles Leonard.

      The mobile librarian’s rapid-fire shanking of the man who stuck Rory with some kind of a shiv was one for the books.  The way Leonard’s right arm was pumping, he must have stuck Rory’s attacker a dozen times.

      The wall of human flesh that was Rory stumbled forward.  He was still standing, still blocking the guards from seeing what Charles was doing, which was turning the offending prisoner’s kidney into freaking bloody whiffle balls.

      “You okay?” Atlas asked Rory.

      He nodded.  “I think.”

      Atlas stepped around Rory, grabbed the shiv from Charles, then pushed the librarian out of the way, knocking him into the wall a few feet away.

      “Stay there,” he hissed.

      Charles was effectively out of the circle of violence.  This was the only way he could protect the guy, by finishing what he started before the guards knew what happened.

      By then, Atlas’ rage had taken over.  He was furious that these clowns couldn’t leave well enough alone.  He’d finally gotten a celly he didn’t hate.  But because the shot callers and the guards couldn’t manipulate Atlas, they tried to take out Rory.

      Then Charles stepped up big time.  The road dog standing in big Rory’s shadow was wobbling around on weak knees, looking around the cafeteria like he’d just been born.

      The second he took a knee, Atlas drove the shiv into his neck several times, and then he stepped back and watched him fall face-first on the floor.  Blood pumped out of his neck and all over the floor.  But his blood pressure was already low, so it didn’t take much for him to die.

      Rory finally fell, exposing Atlas and the dead guy.

      Atlas looked up at the guards, who were stunned, then he dropped the shiv and opened his bloody hands wide, offering them his chest.

      The guards fired their shotguns, and two beanbag rounds drilled him in the chest.  Atlas took the pain, backing up two steps.  They’d knocked the wind out of him.  But he bit down on the pain and didn’t bother trying to breathe, not just yet.

      Arms still out, he turned his hands over, made two middle-fingers, and showed the offending guards his most sadistic grin.  The way he figured, Charles saved Rory’s life, so he saved Charles’s life, and though he didn’t want to go back to the hole, it might be safer for him than gen pop.  He’d have to take his chances with his mental state.  As for staying on the warden’s good side, well, fuck it, plans went astray all the time.

      Two more beanbag rounds came flying in, one of the Kevlar sacks glancing off of his already bruised forehead, the other blasting him right in the sternum.

      Son of a bitch!

      He took a knee.

      Then someone from behind rushed him, but the big man—Rory—grabbed him, pulled him down, and dragged him near.  He palmed the scumbag’s head and started beating it on the concrete until splotches of blood appeared.  A beanbag round hit Rory right in the neck, giving him pause, but he recovered quickly, finishing off the attacker.

      Two more beanbag rounds struck Rory, the third catching him in the collar bone.  But, as Atlas had done, Rory turned a middle finger up at the guards.  By then, guards were flooding into the chow hall.

      Atlas was immediately shoved face-down onto the concrete floor, his head cranked sideways.  One of the guards leaned a knee on his ear and pressed down.  It hurt like a son of a bitch, but he wasn’t giving the guards an ounce of satisfaction.

      Atlas turned his eyes up and saw Charles.  The man had that hardened look on his face—the look of a guy ready and willing to do the unthinkable.  Atlas winked at him, a sign that it was all good.  Charles paused, then gave him the slightest nod of acknowledgment.  He was a good guy, and he had good taste in books, but Charles also had his friends’ backs, and that was something.  To Atlas, that was more than enough for him to do what he’d done.

      Behind him, he heard Rory, “Thanks, Atlas.”

      “Yup,” he said as he was pulled to his feet.  A second later, one of the guards hit him with what the guys called “the cattle prod.”  This set his whole body on fire.

      “I like it when you get out of the hole, Hargrove,” the guard said with sadistic delight.  “There’s no one I like juicing more than shit heads like you.”

      “Before I got into the joint, I knew your mother,” Atlas said, his body still zinging.  “Did I tell you that?  I’m sure I told you that.”

      “Oh, this should be good,” the guard said.

      “Yeah, she was so ugly, they created the pandemic just to get her to cover her face with a mask.”

      The other guard laughed, then the offending guard said, “Cute, Hargrove.”

      “It’s not an original, I’m afraid,” Atlas said.  “But you work with what you’ve got, isn’t that right, fuckface?”

      Without another word, the guards tossed him into his cell.  When he turned to get a good look at the guard who juiced him, this asshole said, “I’m sure the warden will want to know about this.”

      “What’s your name, sugar tits?” Atlas growled, not bothering to look at the guard’s patch.

      “You’ll know it when you need to know it,” he said.

      “And even then, it still won’t matter.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirteen

          

          

      

    

    






Sydney Fox

        

      

    

    
      The hour was late, but Sydney was not ready for bed.  Maisie and Zoey were in their rooms, fast asleep, which meant this was her time.  Sydney set her bottle of wine on the nightstand then crawled into bed.  She held a goblet of wine in one hand and the universal remote control to the television in the other.  She hit PLAY, and a video of her being violated by Santiago Cardenas in Juárez, Mexico, appeared.  In the video, she was tied to a bed, and Santiago was on top of her.

      He was doing sick, shameful things to her.

      As she watched the video, as she studied Santiago through each violent thrust, she felt the all-too-familiar feelings of disgust.  When she first watched the video, she was horrified, saddened, and moved first to tears.  But then Atlas broke into the room, shot Santiago two times, and cut her free.

      This was the part of the video where she told herself the monster was dead, that she was free.  She no longer had to be scared.  Santiago Cardenas was never going to touch her or her kids again.

      Atlas had saved her.  He had stopped the rape and freed her.  But then her instincts took over, and in the video, the change was palpable.  What she saw was not the fight-or-flight instinct prevalent in humans; rather, this was a darker, more vicious instinct.  This was vengeance, ice-cold and ferocious.

      On TV, she watched her naked self drag Santiago around the bed to face the camera.  His body was bleeding where Atlas had shot him.

      She took a sip of her wine.

      Instead of looking at the red holes in her assailant, she paused the video on her face.  The still image of her face was contorted by hate.

      Being with Camden and his politics was an insufferable burden.  She was quiet about her feelings most days.  But she had endured the abysmal neglect that came from her husband having such a volatile career.  For years, she watched as he became this fake thing as if the mistress that was his career was vampiric and constantly sucking his soul dry.

      There was so much hostility inside of her.  She saw it in her expression on TV.  The rage growing, intensifying, and darkening inside of her had finally been dragged loose by this nightmare that unfolded in Juárez.  If not for the kidnapping, who would she be?

      But she was not that woman.  That part of her life was over.  Her family of five was now a family of three, and to hell with her husband, she missed her daughter.

      Callie.

      She returned her attention to the TV.  Her heart began to race with what was coming next.  She took a sip of wine, moved it around in her mouth, and savored the various notes.

      She hit the pause button again, and the video resumed.

      Moments later, in the video, she leaned down and sawed off Santiago’s dick and balls.

      She took another sip of her wine.

      In the video, this scorned woman—this broken, violated monster of a woman—turned and walked toward the camera.

      This was her favorite part.

      In the video, her face was animated and pulsing with something vile and mean, a quiet rage that was still for now but would forever look to express itself in men like this.  She was about to tap into that rage once more.  The monster inside of her wasn’t done with those kinds of people.  Not yet.

      She had buried her husband, who had been stabbed repeatedly, and was in no shape for an open-casket funeral.  And her daughter, Callie, had been cut into pieces, stuffed into three black bags, and dumped on the street.  She was forced to put her daughter in her coffin the way you put the cubed chuck in a beef bourguignon stew—you just piled it in there.

      She started to cry, but she stopped those tears, took another sip of wine, and thought about the future and how she could influence it.

      What Camden had done in the name of politics, what those criminals did to Sydney’s entire family, had irrevocably changed her.  She stopped being a politician’s wife and became a murderer, someone who found that the only solution appropriate to such heinous crimes was grievous, violent death.

      When the video was over, she finished her wine, then she set the glass down and picked up the phone.  A moment later, the line rang through.

      “Hello?” a familiar voice said.

      “Leopold, it’s Sydney Fox.  I hope I’m not calling too late.”

      “Of course not,” he said.  “Important people never sleep, which is why we’re having this conversation now.”

      She laughed to herself because she understood his dry humor and appreciated it.  Camden never had a sense of humor, and so hers dried up alongside him.  Leopold was the kind of man Camden had always hoped to become; he just couldn’t make the stretch.

      “I just want you to know that I’ve gathered the funds, and I’m ready to make the transfer,” she said.  “I will need wiring instructions for the money by morning.”

      ”I’m emailing you the instructions now,” he said.

      “I just want to be clear,” she said.

      “Of course.”

      “This money is for you to find out who butchered Callie and to deliver the kind of justice you would know I want for her.”

      “Bloody violence and physical desecration on a monumental level was the deal if I understood you correctly,” he said.

      “You did.”

      “I know you said you’re good for $2.4 million, and that’s what we talked about, but I want you to transfer $2 million only.  Hold on to the other $400,000, just in case things get salty.”

      “Do you expect them to get salty?” she asked.

      “The chances are good but not set in stone.”

      She took a deep breath, looked at the bottle of wine on the nightstand, then longed to pour another glass.

      “Thank you, Leopold.  I owe my life to you.  More important, though, I trust you, and I believe in you.”

      “And that is why I will not let you down,” he said.

      After hanging up the phone, she poured the rest of the wine into her goblet, and then she re-started the video at the point where Atlas kicked in the door and shot Santiago twice.

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

          

      

    

    






Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      Leopold flew into San Francisco where a car service picked him up and drove him to what was once considered the most expensive neighborhood in the United States: Pacific Heights.  He checked into the Hotel Drisco and was shown to his room, a 535 square foot “city view suite” with sweeping views of the bay.

      When he was alone, he hung his clothes in the closet, unpacked his toiletries, and then took off his shoes and lay down on the king-sized bed.

      It had been years since he had been to the Hotel Drisco, but the feeling was the same.  The hotel was simply delightful, and he adored the views, not just during the day but at night as well.

      At 6:00, he made his way downstairs, where the hotel was having a wine reception.  He tried various wines, mingled with other guests, then he made his way back upstairs.  By then, night had fallen over the city.  It was time to go.

      A car was waiting outside to take him to the financial district, more specifically, to the Merchants Exchange building on California Street.  When he arrived, he took the elevator to the fifteenth floor, the Julia Morgan Ballroom, where the fundraising event for several of the state’s private prisons was taking place.

      He checked in without issue, then he walked around the rather large venue.  The ballroom encompassed more than 15,000 usable square feet of space.  He didn’t need to see all of it, for he was most interested in the Daniel Burnham Bar & Lounge.  He ordered either a sidecar or a whiskey sour.

      “We can make either one,” the bartender said.

      “I’ll take a sidecar, then,” Leopold said.

      “Would you prefer brandy or whiskey?”

      “Brandy,” Leopold said, impressed.

      “Very well, sir.”

      When the drink arrived, he tipped the man, sipped his drink, and smiled.  Satisfied, he made his way into the main ballroom where the beautiful sights did not fail to impress.

      The main ballroom itself was roughly 4300 square feet with ceilings that stood more than 17 feet tall.  A line of tall arched windows with luxurious draperies offered views of the financial district.  The room’s woodwork was bold, ornate in design, and rich in color.  And the lighting was bright enough to see the other guests, yet low enough to provide a cozy, romantic atmosphere.

      Leopold found his way to the 15-foot-tall hand-carved stone fireplace, or what one guest had called “the centerpiece of the room.”  Standing before the fireplace, much to his surprise, was Kathleen Richardson, NorCal State Prison’s newest warden.  The woman was speaking with a group of men.  They were pretending to be interested in what she was saying when, in fact, her appearance was startling to the point of breathtaking.  Were the men even listening to her?  Or were they simply making their rounds?  And to think he had written her off as having peaked at 25 years of age…boy was he wrong!

      He entered the more intimate scene, not interrupting, just listening.  While the different men began to excuse themselves—because Kathleen Richards was “just a warden”—Leopold remained until he was the last man.  She turned and looked at him and smiled.

      “I’m not sure if you’re wearing that dress or if the dress is wearing you,” he said.

      She blushed, then smiled.

      Warden Richardson wore a black sequined dress with a deep V-neck with long sleeves.  The dress puddled at the floor but had a thigh-high slit that showed off the legs of a woman half her age.  He knew she was fit from her Hawaii pictures with Dwight, but she looked better in person.  For wearing an off-the-rack dress, she was a sight to behold.

      “Are you here with one of the other prisons,” the warden asked, “or as a guest for the fundraiser?”

      “I’m here for the free drinks,” he said with enough of a smile to tease her.

      She laughed.  “All the rich guys say that so they don’t have to feel bad about having a lot of money.”

      He appreciated her wit and soft demeanor.

      “I’m a thousandaire, but only because of the trust fund my parents left me.  I showed up in a rented Scion.  It’s purple.  You may have seen it on the way in.”

      She started to laugh, almost spitting out her drink, which looked awkward and clumsy for a woman who was dressed to impress.

      “Okay, it was my cousin’s Scion, but I did give him 50 bucks and a buy-one-get-one-free coupon for Big Macs at McDonald’s.  Just don’t tell anyone.”

      She stood back, looked at him, and said, “Who are you?”

      “Just an average guy, looking at an above-average girl in a MAC DUGGAL dress.  Turn around.  Do you have a train?”

      “It’s subtle,” she said, turning around.

      He glanced at the gentle sweep of fabric hiding her heels, then he let his eyes drift up the length of her body, over her ass, and to her shoulders and face.  If she was offended at how he was practically devouring her with his eyes, she didn’t show it.

      “How did you know it was a MAC DUGGAL?” she asked.

      “I do the layouts for Nordstrom’s website,” he said.  He had dated a young woman for a few weeks, a MAC DUGGAL rep, so he was familiar enough with the line of clothing to take a chance at guessing the brand.

      She laughed again, touched his arm, and said, “You do not design layouts for Nordstrom’s, not wearing an Armani suit.”

      “It’s off the rack,” he teased.  “I’ll put the tags and sensors back on in the morning, and they will have never known I took it.”

      “So, do you work for Nordstrom’s, or do you do their digital layouts?” she asked, starting to look confused.

      “Neither,” he said.  “What are you drinking?”

      “The Martinez,” she said, boasting.

      “Gin, right?”

      “With sweet vermouth and maraschino liqueur.”

      “Very civilized,” he replied.

      “I always wanted to like the Martini, but it was always a little too dry for me.  The Martinez solved that problem.”

      “Would you like to swap sips?” he asked.  “I’m drinking a sidecar.  Brandy, not whiskey.  It’s a touch sour, but it will wake up your mouth just before it puts a smile on your face.”

      “Okay,” she said, obliging him.  He felt her hesitation at first, but then she let herself be eased along.

      Leopold was good at things, but making money and charming women was where he excelled most.

      They sipped each other’s drinks, grinned at the delight that each one offered, then switched back.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      “Leopold Wentworth,” he replied, which nearly caused her to spit out her drink.

      “Oh, wow, I’m sorry,” she said, a bit of gin dribbled on her dress.  She leaned forward and began to wipe it, but the V-neck pushed open, revealing smallish breasts and dark nipples.  He quickly looked away, but she caught his gaze and said, “I’m not used to this kind of event.”

      “Yeah, well, that dress has some play in it,” he told her.

      “I’m learning that,” she said.

      “Presentable?”

      “I am now,” she replied.

      “So, at the risk of sounding dry, boring, and utterly passé, what is your name, and what do you do?”

      “Kathleen Richardson,” she said.  “I’m a warden at NorCal State Prison.”

      “Impressive,” he replied, knowing that the other men had politely excused themselves the minute they found out she was not important at this function.  “Are you speaking tonight or just drinking the gin?”

      “I will be speaking as well,” she said.

      “Are you nervous?” he asked.

      “After one more of these, I won’t be nervous at all,” she said, tilting her drink his way.  “I’ll probably see half of these people in prison soon enough.”

      Now it was his turn to laugh.

      “A sense of humor, I like it,” he said.  “Where have you been keeping it?”

      “Buried pretty deep, unfortunately.”

      “Well, listen, I’d love to catch up with you after the event if you’re okay with that.”

      “I won’t be staying for all of it,” she said regretfully but with unblinking eyes.  “I’m not much of a fan of these things.”

      “Nor am I, but this is a cause I support,” he said.  “And NorCal is the facility I will be pledging my money to.”

      “Why is that?” she asked.

      “Are you familiar with Atlas Hargrove?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said without pause.

      “He killed my sister’s boyfriend’s brother’s kid in a fit of rage, and—so long as it keeps animals like that behind bars—I don’t mind making a generous contribution.”

      “But you’re Leopold Wentworth,” she said.

      “I can’t have shady friends?”

      “Do you?” she asked.

      “I’m more preferential to law enforcement, but with family, you never know what choices they’ll make.  I support my sister, which is why I have a few bucks laying around for NorCal.  Listen, I hate to chat and run, but I think the evening is about to begin.”

      “It was nice meeting you,” she said, extending her hand.

      He took it gently, then said, “Your skin is so soft.  How do you do that?”  She smiled in a way that told him she had at least three drinks in her.  “Never mind, let me wonder about that through dinner.”

      “Okay,” she replied, smitten.

      He could see the hardened, closed-off woman she must bring with her to work.  Yet he recalled her more private pictures, old photos of when she was partying with her girlfriends, keepsakes now parked in her very first email account.

      As he walked to his table, Leopold thought of Kathleen at 18 years old and then at age 22.  And then he thought of the photos of her kissing a boy in the middle of a busy restaurant.  Her friend must have taken this picture.  It was a magnificent photo.  But then she met Dwight, and all of that had changed.  The original Kathleen was in there, somewhere; Leopold just needed to coax her out.

      He watched her from four tables away as she said hello to the people she would spend the evening with.  When she sat down with a little less grace than she had intended, he suppressed a grin.  Was she buzzed already?

      Dinner was served.  The food was delicious, and the company at his table was polite but somewhat stale.  He caught Kathleen looking at him several times.  The last time their eyes met, she blushed for having been caught.  Yet, she recovered gracefully.  She gave Leopold a knowing laugh because he smiled at her, and then he winked.

      After dinner, just before dessert, when it was her turn to speak, Warden Kathleen Richardson made her way to the front of the ballroom and took the mic.  She was well-spoken, articulate, and intelligent.  But this was not the same woman he had met at the fireplace or the same woman who continued to glance over at him during dinner.  This was a woman on stage, a woman who knew when to flirt and when to work.

      When they began taking donations for NorCal, he waited as the other pledges came in, most of them around the $150-thousand mark.  The charity began to wind down, and that was when Kathleen caught his eye.  She was waiting for his pledge.  He raised his hand and donated $500 thousand to NorCal, which generated plenty of excitement around the room.  He hadn’t taken his eyes off Kathleen, nor had she taken her eyes off of him.

      When she finished speaking—as she was en route to her table—Leopold stood and gave her a look and a nod.  He wanted to go back to the bar, maybe refresh her drink.  She didn’t even pretend to go to her table.  She merely corrected her course and joined Leopold in the bar.

      He ordered a Tom Collins while Kathleen ordered another Martinez, and then she said, “Why do you seem to like me the way you do?”

      “That’s a presumptive question,” he said.

      “I’m good at reading people.”

      “As am I,” he said.  He touched his drink to hers, then took a long sip.  “For instance, I know your wedding ring sends a clear signal for men not to approach you, but for the right person, your eyes have said otherwise.  Not that you will act on your desires.  You’re a very measured woman, I can tell.”

      “Interesting,” she said.  “Charming, yet interesting.”

      “You have a job usually reserved for men.  But this position at NorCal was a generous promotion, and the money will finally allow you to be self-sufficient, married or otherwise.”

      “I’m married.”

      “Everyone is married until they’re not.”

      “Says the consummate bachelor.”

      “You’ve been married a while now, long enough for the novelty to wear off, longer even for the flames of desire to diminish, maybe even die out.  Yet, you carry with you that measure of restraint.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “If I leaned in to kiss you, you would politely turn your cheek and tell me you were married,” he said.

      “I would,” she replied, a grin on her face, her interest piqued.

      “Yet you wore a low V-neck without a bra on a night when you cannot afford the slightest misstep.”

      “What was to say that was a misstep?” she teased, sipping her drink.  “You did donate half a million dollars to my prison.”

      “And what’s to say that doesn’t come with strings attached?”

      She raised an eyebrow; he gave a suggestive grin.

      “Touché,” she said.

      “May I call you Kathleen?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kathleen, are you wearing underwear?”

      “Of course, I am,” she said.

      “No, you’re not.”

      She gave a soft giggle, then said, “No, Leopold, I am not.”

      “And this is where I think about kissing you, but as I look at you, I think I would still find my kiss meeting your cheek rather than your lips.”

      “You would,” she said.

      “I will be leaving here shortly,” he said.

      “That’s a shame,” she replied.

      “Why?”

      “I rather enjoy this little game we’re playing.”

      “Ah, the mouse that likes to get chased by the cat,” he purred.  “I appreciate the woman who gave the speech, but I like this version of you so much better.”

      “Well, that’s the alcohol talking, and since I can make a beeline out of here at any time, I can have one more drink and maybe one more after that.”

      “What about your husband?” he asked, remembering how Dwight had half-heartedly suggested sex to her, and she had coldly turned him down.  This was not that woman.  This was the woman who came before Dwight.

      “Let’s not talk about him and ruin a good time.”

      “Fair enough.”  She took a sip of her drink, and he said, “You have something on your eyelash.  Hold on, close your eyes, and don’t move.”

      She stopped, closed her eyelid, then waited for him.  He took her chin in his hand, gently, carefully.  He moved his face to hers, to the point where she felt him—because it was impossible not to feel his presence—and then she opened her eyes, and he was there.

      “I thought I saw something,” he said.

      She leaned forward and kissed him, and after that, everything moved forward.  “Where are you staying?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

      “Hotel Drisco in Pacific Heights,” he replied.

      Mention of the hotel did something for her, and soon she pulled down the last of her defenses.  Together they took a limo back to the hotel.  The two of them took the elevator upstairs, Leopold opened the door to the suite, and Kathleen walked in and marveled at the décor.

      “Do you like the room?” he asked.

      “I’ve always wondered what it was like in this hotel,” she said.

      As she overlooked the city views, he undressed her and was pleasantly surprised that she was, indeed, not wearing underwear.

      She turned around to face him, her body just as beautiful as the bodies of the other women he had dated.  Yet, she was special, somehow different.  He knew that for her to let go of her inhibitions, she would have to do the one thing she had not done before, at least in his estimation, and that was to break the rules of marriage.

      “I can’t believe how incredibly sexy you are,” he said, with such passion.

      “Other than my husband, you are the first man in 17 years to see me like this.  I don’t know if it’s because of who you are, how much I’ve had to drink, or the fact that I didn’t wear anything under my dress tonight.”

      “How come you chose to go commando?” he asked, still fully dressed.

      “I wanted to feel sexy again,” she said.

      “Did it work?”

      She walked over and kissed him, and from that point on, there was no more asking questions, very little talking, and quite possibly, some of the best sex either of them had ever had.  She didn’t want to leave, but after sex like that, she realized she needed to anyway.

      Leopold watched her get dressed, and as she did so, she kept her eyes on him.  He was sitting up in bed with the comforter pulled to his waist.

      “I haven’t had sex like that in 15 years,” she said.  “And I probably won’t ever again, which means every sexual encounter I have from this point forward will be measured against this night.  I don’t know if that thrills me or depresses me.”

      “It should depress you,” he said.  “I’m pretty good in bed, but so were you.”

      She laughed as she adjusted her dress to look presentable.  Then she said, “I’m sure you’ve been with more than your fair share of women.”

      “You are a vision, Kathleen, and though you might believe me now, you will second guess this statement later.  I beg you this, please don’t second guess this statement.”

      “What?” she said.

      “This was one of the best nights of my life,” he said genuinely.  “I so thoroughly enjoyed you.  And I, too, will be measuring my future sexual endeavors against this one, praying one day that I will either see you again or find an equal.  Sadly, however, I am not hopeful for either.”

      She raised an eyebrow, then she walked over and kissed him one last time.

      “Maybe we’ll meet again, Leopold Wentworth,” she said as if she loved the sound of his name on her tongue.  “I hope not, but then again, it might be the only thing I hope for in the days ahead.”

      “When you leave, walk slowly so I can watch you.”

      She did, and he was sad to see her go; but then he got up, walked across the room, and pulled the mini wireless security camera from where he had hidden it.  It was the size of a Cheerio, black in color, and had been easily disguised.  When he checked the clarity on the video, he saw the two of them having crystal-clear sex in perfect 1080P resolution.

      He hated doing that to her, but he needed dirt and leverage.  If Cira failed to garner the warden’s cooperation by using dirt on Dwight, she would use the sex tape as a backup.  He prayed Kathleen wouldn't force this option.  Doing so would break her heart and drive a nail right through his.

      Moments later, he uploaded the video file to his computer and banked it in an encrypted email account.  This was with several other files that Cira would need to get Atlas out of prison.

      In the meantime, Leopold was anxious to get to Prague.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    






Hardy Ballenger

        

      

    

    
      Four members of Hardy Ballenger’s five-man team dug into the edge of a grove of trees that spanned half the length of a long dirt road.  This was their point of attack.  There were no well-defined choke points in Eritrea as remote as the one they occupied, and they were about to kill some prominent people right out in the open.  It was not an ideal situation, but they made do with what they could.  This whole operation was about making do with almost nothing.

      With the blazing sun overhead, it was hot, the team was dirty, and everyone but Kiera and Savannah seemed to be irritable.  Although the country was tamped down in its own way, there were few combat fighters, which meant resistance would come from other angles.  In the case of Eritrea, staying off the radar was the biggest problem.  To fight, you needed stealth, skill, and stamina; but to stay off the radar?  You had to know when to move, how to move, and how to be invisible.

      The satellite phone crackled.  Hardy’s lookout was checking in.  Tyler Pound was perched high in a separate grove of trees just outside the Ministry of Information.  He had spent the night in that position.  Tyler had eyes on the presidential double’s protective detail, and so far this latest batch of intel was clean.

      “PD2 is heading your way now,” Tyler said.  Presidential double #2.

      “How many vehicles?” Hardy asked.

      Tyler spoke in quiet, even tones, careful to guard his voice.  “Four mid-sized SUVs.  PD2 is second from the last.  Back seat, passenger side window.”

      “Personnel?” he asked.

      “Four per SUV for sixteen total.  I repeat that’s one-six total.”

      “Armaments?” Hardy asked.

      “Light.”

      “Roger that,” he said.  “Boogey back.  You get to clean up the blood.”

      “Going dark now,” Tyler said.  “Over and out.”

      The team was set up on an isolated dirt road not far from the Ministry of Information.  “Watch the crossfire, be aware of your ammo, and try for kill shots only.”

      They didn’t have much ammo left, not after learning there were two presidential doubles. Now that they were preparing to strike the primary target, there was a question of ammo.

      In a highly-controlled speck of a country where everything was watched and monitored by a totalitarian government and its security forces, Hardy’s team couldn’t buy arms.  They would have to kill the next presidential double and his contingent if they wanted to refresh their provisions.  

      When Hardy realized there were two presidential doubles and that they had killed the lesser of the two, they had grabbed what ammo they could from the first scene and fled for cover.  They should have already been on a jet headed home, but those were not his orders.  Isabelle told him to stay and finish the job.

      The guns and ammo they carried on their person were all they had to ensure they completed their op and reached their exfiltration point.  Much of their ammo had been depleted in the first hit.  If things went well and the security team was armed to the teeth, they could kill everyone and take their weapons.  Then they would be prepared to get out of the city and head for the Red Sea.  But that was assuming the only casualties were Eritrean casualties.

      “I see them now,” Savannah said.

      “How?” Hardy asked.  He couldn’t see them at first, and then they appeared.  “Okay, I’ve got them.”

      The protective detail appeared: four SUVs in a tight formation, just as Tyler reported.  The team spread out.  Kiera and Savannah were responsible for the rear detail; Hardy and Kramer waged a frontal assault on the lead vehicle.

      Kiera fell into position, ready to roll out the initiating spike strip.  Savannah moved past her, where she was positioned to receive the detail.  Kiera was to hit the first SUV with a spike strip, causing a slow-down, and that was when Savannah was to roll out her strip.  The thin strip would have to be fast and accurate.

      “Eyes on the prize,” Hardy said.

      The second PD2’s security team hit their critical points, Hardy’s team responded.

      Kiera rolled out the heavy spike strip, blowing all four tires on the lead vehicle.  The SUV behind it locked its brakes, but it couldn’t stop in time to avoid the strip.  The strip blew its front two tires.   PD2’s SUV ran into the back of the second vehicle.

      By then, Savannah had rolled out the secondary spike strip, blowing the front two tires of the rearmost vehicle.  She shot out the back tire nearest her, then fired at the windows.

      With a burst of gunfire, Hardy and Kramer broke cover and disabled the lead vehicle.  The other SUVs were sandwiched in and unable to move.

      Savannah let off the trigger.  Her bullets had no impact on the bullet-resistant glass.  Each round they spent trying to punch a hole through the glass was a round they could have used on the security team when they exited the vehicles.

      “Bullet-resistant glass!” Savannah shouted up the line.

      None of the guards left their vehicles, but PD2’s SUV did try to cut loose of the pack.  Kiera shot out the two tires nearest her then gave Hardy a thumbs-up.

      Hardy and Kramer planted two blocks of C4 on each vehicle, connecting the bricks of C4 to a set of blasting caps.  One man tried to get out of the SUV and defend the detail.  Kramer put a bullet through his left eye.  The SUV’s door was promptly shut by someone inside.

      “On my count!” Hardy said as they fell back and took cover.  “Three, two, one.”

      Everyone detonated their devices, firing shockwaves into the demolition blocks.  The rapid decomposition of the C4 caused a release of nitrogen, water, and carbon oxides, as well as several other gasses, creating an explosive velocity of more than 26,500 feet per second.  All of this happened in an instant, and the sound was deafening.

      “Move!” Hardy called out.

      The four of them moved into the smoky, hellish scene, weapons ready.  They shot through the broken glass, picking live targets only.  Most of the men were dead, and some were still alive but burning to death.

      They found PD2, dragged him out of the burning SUV.   They rolled his bloody, burning body in the dirt and put out the flames.  Alive but smoking and writhing in pain, PD2 unleashed a litany of curse words.  His face was blistered, though, and half his lower lip had melted and sat on his chin like goo.

      “No one knows what the fuck you’re saying,” Hardy told the man as he activated the camera feature on his phone.

      He took the man’s photo, then he activated the phone’s video feature.  Hardy looked up at Kiera, who was waiting for his signal.

      “Go,” he told her.

      The young assassin pointed her weapon at the smoking man and squeezed the trigger.  She emptied the rest of her magazine into his face, obliterating what was left of PD2’s head.

      By now, people hearing the gunfire and explosions would be wondering who started a war.  The team didn’t have much time.  Hardy had only filmed a ten-second video of PD2 getting shot.  There was no sense in sending too large of a video file to Isabelle.

      “Our ride’s here,” Savannah said.

      Tyler Pound roared up to the nightmarish scene in a stolen SUV.  The four of them jumped into the big, dusty beast then shut their doors.  Hardy sat in the front passenger seat while the girls and Kramer sat shoulder to shoulder in the second row with little room to move.

      “You guys just woke up half of Asmara, and maybe some folks in a few of the surrounding towns,” Tyler said.  He stomped on the accelerator and took off.  They were headed to the exfil site and praying they wouldn’t be ambushed or stopped along the way.

      Hardy tried to send the video to Isabelle, but cell phone service was so shitty that it seemed impossible.

      On the way out of the city, they encountered a secondary security team.  This small military contingent looked like it was two vehicles with four men each.

      Does anyone have any ammo?” Hardy asked.

      The replies were not encouraging.

      Hardy glanced at Tyler.  “Ram them.”

      Tyler sped up quickly.

      They hammered the two vehicles blocking the road with the force of a battering ram.  The soldiers scattered, but the SUV sputtered and then stalled.

      Tyler tried to start the vehicle, but the engine was slow to turn and not quite catching.  Kiera and Savannah jumped out of the SUV in no time flat.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Tyler asked.  Hardy had his pistol in hand.  It was a Glock 19 with only a few precious rounds.

      Kiera went right, and Savannah went left.  Gunfire shattered the stillness.  The enemy scrambled for cover.  But there was no cover to be found, so they turned and fired on the girls.

      Savannah moved like nothing Hardy had seen before.  Within seconds, two men were down, beaten to death (how the hell is that even possible?), and a third was trying to flee the scene.  She shot him in the head, and he dropped dead.

      Hardy shot the fourth man fleeing the scene in the spine while a fifth man fired on Savannah, hitting her in the bicep.  This didn’t seem to slow her.  Hardy managed to fire off a shot, hitting the soldier in the gut just as Savannah closed in on him.

      The injured man had grabbed his stomach and was folding forward in pain.  He couldn’t get his weapon up in time to defend against Savannah.  She jammed the business end of her gun into his eye and pulled the trigger.

      Kiera had just dispatched her second man, and then she fired on the third and fourth men, neutralizing them both.

      “Grab their weapons!” Hardy said.  “Hurry!”

      He ran for the emergency med kit, pulled out a quick clot pack, then tore it open.  Savannah walked up, lifted her sleeve to expose the wound, then took the crystals from Hardy and packed them into her wound.  Hardy sat there, slack-jawed and speechless.  She didn’t even wince.  He looked up at her and knew she had to be in an unbelievable amount of pain, yet she turned and appraised him with relaxed-looking eyes.

      “What the hell are you?” he asked, unable to look away from her.

      “A girl in need of a hot shower,” Savannah said.

      The beautiful young woman held him captive with that hypnotic gaze.  She had a pair of amethyst-colored eyes so intense that Hardy felt his entire soul quaking under her magnetic gaze.  He wanted to both run from her and kiss her at the same time.  She was seductive, but she was also a snake just before it wrapped you tight enough to squeeze you to death.

      She put the foil pack back in the med kit, wrapped the wound, then got back in the SUV and waited for the others to return.

      By then, Tyler somehow got the SUV going.  A few seconds later, with everyone inside and looted weaponry for all, they left the scene.  Unfortunately, a new, rather rugged-looking car had taken chase.

      “Lose them,” Hardy said.

      “In this freaking pig?” Tyler laughed.  “Yeah, right.”

      Kiera popped out the window and pumped three rounds into the car’s grill.  The vehicle lost power, then drifted to the side of the road.

      “Stop!” Savannah told Tyler.

      He slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop on the packed dirt road.  Savannah was already jumping out of the SUV and running back to the crippled car with her gun drawn.  Kiera jumped out, too, trying but failing to keep pace with Savannah.  The bald assassin got within firing range, took a knee, and opened fire.

      “What’s with this bullshit?” Tyler growled at Hardy.  “Are they trying to prove something to us?”

      “This is who they are,” Hardy said, kicking his door open and heading back to lend support to the two assassins.

      By the time he got there, the men were all dead, the glass full of bullet holes.  The girls stripped the dead men of their weapons, then they trotted back to the SUV.

      “You do remember you were just shot, right?” Hardy asked Savannah as she got into the SUV.  She looked at him but didn’t say a word.  The bloom of red under her sleeve reminded him that she was human, or was she?

      “Freaking super-soldiers,” he mumbled as he got into the beast.

      When both girls were inside the SUV, the reed of a man sitting between them—a man of almost no words, Kramer Godfrey—said, “Remind me never to upset you two.”

      “I’ll second that,” Tyler said from the front seat.

      “Don’t ever upset us,” Kiera said.

      When they were in the clear, everyone managed to take a breath, but no one relaxed.

      They drove through the city, windows up and blending.  The Eritrean Highlands stood along the outskirts of the city, between Asmara and the Red Sea.  The massive mountain region reached an elevation of just over 9000 feet at Mount Emba Soira.  The P-1 would take them around the highlands, delivering them into the Northern Red Sea Region.

      From there, they would drive through miles of tree-speckled dessert flatlands, passing through Nefasit, Imbatikala, and Ghatielay.  They would arrive at the Red Sea when they reached the port city of Mitsiwa, or Massawa (depending on who was asking).  There they would meet the extraction team, chopper out of there, and catch a jet home.

      And thank God, he thought.

      If Hardy never came back to that depressing country, it would be too soon.  Unfortunately, he was getting way ahead of himself.  He had no idea what lay ahead...

      The SUV drove around the base of the Eritrean Highlands on the P-1, passing Asmara War Cemetery on the outskirts of the scrap of a town called Hinzi.  From a grove of trees on the dusty hillside, Hardy saw the rocket-propelled grenade leave its launcher.

      “Incoming!” he screamed.

      The grenade struck the beast’s front wheel-well and exploded.  To Hardy, it felt like a horse had kicked him in the chest.  He could hardly breathe.  Before blacking out, he felt the front end of the SUV lift sideways, and then he heard the secondary explosion in the engine bay.  The eruption of noise rattled his brains, but it didn’t kill him, and it didn’t put him into a coma.

      Still, he felt himself fading in and out of consciousness.

      When he woke, he couldn’t hear anything but a shrill, high-pitched tone.  Everything hurt, especially his leg.  When he passed out again, it was pitch-black nothing.

      Maybe he had died.

      But then he remembered hearing the sounds of breaking glass, twisting metal, and the shriek of someone in the back seat.

      When he came around again, he looked over and saw Tyler through a haze of red.  He was a bloody mess, deader than disco, half his body just ribbons of flesh and an open chest cavity.

      Then he was out again.

      He passed in and out of consciousness.

      He heard sounds that pulled him out of the darkness and forced him to consider his team.  These were the sounds of people being alive in the blasted SUV.

      He wrenched his neck to look in the back seat.

      Through the smoke, he saw the SUV’s doors open.  Daylight flooded the cabin enough to show him Savannah getting out.  Gunfire pocked the SUV.  Behind him, he heard a door open and then shut.  He managed to push his door open, but instead of getting out of the vehicle to follow them, he fell out of the SUV and hit the ground, and landed right on his face.

      It took every last ounce of strength in him, but he rolled the rest of his body out of the rig and grabbed the rifle that had fallen beside him.  He tried to get up only to realize he had but one leg, the other leg having been blown in half in the explosion, which meant he was dead.

      But why wasn’t he dead already?

      Shrapnel from the explosion must have severed it.  He had just enough time to look up and see the man arrive.  This fiend stood over Hardy.  He had come from the other side of the road, the side opposite the location of the RPG attack.

      “Suck my ass, you prick,” he said to the military man pointing the gun at him.  A bullet crashed through the man’s face.  He dropped dead.

      But by then, everything was hazy.

      Then a gorgeous angel appeared.  She was so beautiful and had so much light around her that she almost didn’t look real.  This purple-eyed angel knelt beside him, touched his burned face, and said, “We’ll take it from here, Hardy.  It’s okay to let go.”

      Another angel appeared—an angel with a baldish-looking head, a bloodstained face, and a gun at her side.

      “Kiera,” he whispered, his voice failing him.

      If she said anything back to him, he didn’t hear.  His eyes closed of their own accord, and he felt himself fading away from his body.  Then, the reception of spirits waiting for him on the other side arrived, whisking him away from the dirt, the fight, earth, existence.

      In the distance, he saw a pinprick of light.  Instinctively he knew that his last mission was to head toward the light and reach the other side.
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Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      The Gulfstream G650 touched down in Prague where a driver was waiting for him.  Leopold was rested and ready for Europe.  He got in the car, told the man to head to the Four Seasons Hotel by the Charles Bridge, then sat back and relaxed.  On the way to the hotel, he called Codrin.  The hacker picked up the phone right away.  It sounded like he was eating a bowl of soup.

      Slurp.

      “Your contact at the Embassy came through,” Codrin said.  “Oliver Nichols.”

      Slurp.

      “Oh yeah, Oliver,” Leopold said.

      “He was the guard who found Callie,” Codrin said.  “Anyway, his friend—the girl who lost her salon—agreed to show you around.  I’m sending you her phone number.”

      Slurp.

      “Is she expecting my call?” Leopold asked.

      Slurp, slurp.

      “Yes,” Codrin said.

      “My God, Codrin, Prague is so beautiful,” Leopold said, caught off guard by the city’s splendor.

      Slurp.

      “For the love of God, Codrin, if you don’t stop slurping your fucking soup I’m going to find a replacement.”

      The slurping stopped.

      “I have other news on the accounts,” Codrin said, scolded and cautious.

      “Give me what you’ve got,” Leopold said.

      “You can pay me from Prague, yes?”

      “I can pay you from an outhouse in Sudan,” he said.  He would be more irritated by this conversation if his surroundings were anything short of breathtaking.

      “These people are freaking scary,” Codrin said, filling the gap in the conversation.  “No one covers their tracks this deep unless they’re hiding something…despicable.”

      “You already know what they’re hiding,” Leopold said.

      “This is deep, though.  And thorough.”

      “It’s worse than you can imagine, Codrin.  Send me your bill and I’ll transfer the money as soon as I meet our mutual friend.”

      “Okay.  I’m sending you files now.  The guy inside Raiffeisen Bank could only get one name on the numbered account.  He thinks he saw three names in total.”

      “He couldn’t get the other two names?” Leopold asked.

      “The branch manager came looking for him, which spooked him.  He has half of one of the other names, but no surname.”

      “But he got one name and surname, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “That should be enough.”

      “What about the money?” Codrin asked sheepishly.

      “Your little friend gets the $50 thousand, but he’s not getting laid.  He didn’t complete the job so he can pay for his pussy,” Leopold said, causing the driver to look up.  It seemed the man understood a bit of English.  “Pardon my language.”

      The driver nodded but offered Leopold nothing in the way of a clear expression.

      “Are you ready for the good news?” Codrin asked.

      “I’m always ready for that.”

      “I tracked down an address for the name our contact produced…in Prague.  If you want a lead, Leopold, this is your starting point.”

      For the first time since this whole thing started, he allowed himself to feel good about his progress.  “Thank you for starting this trip off right, Codrin.”

      The seeds he had planted were sprouting, some of them producing fruit.  This was destined.  No, this was destiny.  He was acting as God’s cruel instrument.  If he had not been offered divine guidance, how else had things fallen into place so seamlessly?

      “I did good, yes?” Codrin asked.

      “You did great, my friend.”

      Leopold hung up so he could see the sights.  When he arrived at his hotel, he checked into his suite, had his bags brought up to the room, and then he tipped the bellhop and stood before the window overlooking the city.

      The “river view suite” was gorgeous, just as luxurious as the Hotel Drisco, but the views were vastly different.  From where he stood, he had perfect views of the Charles Bridge—which began construction in the middle of the fourteenth century—and the Vltava River which flowed beneath it.

      In the distance, on the hillside, was a most gorgeous sight.  He was looking at the Prague Castle complex, which was billed as the seat of power for the kings of Bohemia, the Holy Roman emperors, and the presidents of Czechoslovakia.

      America was less than 250 years old, but in Central Europe, he was looking at structures that were between 670 and 1140 years old, according to historians.

      He set up his laptop, logged into the Wi-Fi access point, then checked his email account.  He saw Codrin’s email at the top of his inbox.  He opened it right away.  Inside, he found a short message and three separate attachments.

      Included in the grouping of attachments was a file containing a name and address, along with the partial name of one of the two account holders.  The first full name was Diana Todd, and the partial second name was Iván.  The woman’s name was familiar, but was she Diana Todd from the Astor family bloodline, or was she someone else?

      There was another packet that Leopold recognized as a bill for Codrin’s time.  He forwarded payment to the hacker, then crossed the task off of his mental to-do list.

      He opened a third file which contained a name, address, and phone number, as well as a photo of his contact in Prague.  “Fitrat Cojocaru,” he said slowly and out loud.  “What the hell kind of name is that?”  He said it again twice, not sure if he was even pronouncing it right.

      With time to spare and an itch to scratch, he phoned SIXT, a private car service in Prague.  He wanted to know about their availability of cars and drivers.  A woman answered and spoke in Czech, which Leopold did not understand.  He asked for someone who spoke English.  Without a reply, the woman was gone.

      Another woman then came on the line.  “Hello,” she said, her Slavic accent thick and pronounced.

      “Do you have any luxury-class cars available?” he asked.

      She informed him that they did have first-class vehicles available for general transportation with and without a driver.

      “I’ll need a driver, of course,” Leopold said, all business.

      “Will you be needing fixed rates or hourly rates?” the Czech woman asked.

      “Hourly for now, but can I change to fixed rates if I find I’m using the driver more?”  He spoke slowly and enunciated his words.

      “Yes, that is okay,” she said.

      “Perfect, I’d like to rent an S-class Mercedes or a 7-series BMW.  Are either of those cars available?”

      “We have both,” she said.

      “I’ll take the BMW 7-series, with a driver.”  He gave her his address, his room number, and his credit card number, and then he thanked her, hung up, and called Fitrat Cojocaru.  The girl answered right away in what he assumed was Czech.

      “Hi, this is Leopold Wentworth from America; you spoke with my associate, Codrin.”

      “I am expecting your call,” Fitrat said.  She did not sound delighted to speak to him, nor did she sound happy that she had a job.  This was a poor young woman about to deal with a very rich man who had more money than she could fathom and she was acting like he was calling to tell her that her STD chart came up clean.

      “I’d like to go out tonight,” Leopold said.

      “Where to?” Fitrat asked.

      “Somewhere fun,” he replied.  “Somewhere where you can tell me the real truths of Prague.”

      “I am new from Romania four years ago,” she said.  “So I hope to be helping you the way you want.”

      If she was struggling to get the broken English out, she wasn’t showing it.  Perhaps she felt fluent in the language.  It didn’t matter to him.  He understood her just fine, which was the most important thing in a translator.  They agreed to meet just after sunset, which was fine by him.

      An hour before the sun went down, SIXT’s driver showed up.  Leopold met the driver, who spoke passable English, and asked how much of Prague he could see in an hour.

      “More than you think,” the driver answered.

      Instead of acting like a proper tour guide, the driver took Leopold around town, telling him almost nothing about the sights, which would have been terrible if Prague wasn’t so pretty.  But it was stunning.

      As much as he had read about Prague, what impressed him most was the rumored age of the city.  Early historians claim that Prague was founded in 1306 BC by an ancient king that went by the name, Boyya.  Reportedly, he had named the city Bayonheim.  Modern historians, however, claimed the city was properly founded in the fifth century AD, right around the collapse of the Western Roman Empire.  This was during the Great Migration Period, or the Barbarian Invasions, as it was also known.

      Unlike much of Eastern Europe, Prague had survived the worst of the world wars, specifically the endless bombings, so to see the architecture like this in its rawest form stole his breath.  There were no words to describe the beauty, the architecture, or the feel of a city that could very well be more than 3300 years old.

      In the backseat of the BMW, Leopold felt a rare and unrestrained smile break over his face.  He was a kid again, seeing things for the first time, feeling so overwhelmed by the unending beauty that his eyes began to fill with tears.

      “I can see you are taken by the city,” the driver said.

      “Prague is magnificent,” Leopold replied.

      After seeing the Church of St. Nicholas, a structure that was older than the United States, he was taken aback by Kinský Palace, the thirteenth-century house at the Stone Bell, and the gorgeous Jan Hus Memorial—a large statue depicting Jan Hus.  This was where the driver gave him a piece of history.  Jan Hus was a religious scholar who went up against the Catholic Church with religious philosophies of his own, an effort that got him burned at the stake in the year 1415.

      After visiting Staroměstské náměstí, or Prague’s Old Town Square, they drove to Wenceslas Square.  There, stood one of the most famous buildings in all of Prague.   The Czech National Museum, featuring the statue of Saint Wenceslas riding atop a horse, stood at the end of a long boulevard that boasted hundreds of different restaurants, shops, clubs, and offices.

      According to the driver, Old Town served as the business end of Prague.

      Leopold had read that many of these businesses were representative of the culture of Prague, but since the advent of capitalism, more of the shops were catering to the tourist trade, becoming less like Prague and more like the west.  Not only were the locals bothered by this, but they were vocal about it as well.

      “Where to next, sir?” the driver asked.

      He gave the man Fitrat Cojocaru’s address.  Leopold had promised to pick her up at sunset, and she had promised to plan for them a fun evening.

      The minute he saw this twenty-something girl, he was taken aback.  She was sitting outside a rundown apartment building, looking like she either wanted to break in or never come back.  He couldn’t tell.  Fitrat was a plump girl with short purple hair, wire-rimmed glasses, a tee-shirt, and jeans.  She wasn’t stylish, cute, or sophisticated.  In other words, she was nothing like the women he was accustomed to seeing.

      “This ought to be interesting,” he said to himself.

      “Is this your…date?” the driver asked.

      “Apparently.”

      The girl opened the BWM’s back door and slid in next to Leopold.  “Are you Leopold Wentworth?”

      “Fitrat, right?” he asked.

      She frowned and said, “It is not pronounced fit rat, like some slender rodent which…look at me, do I look slender?  No, I do not.  I am pronounced as Fitrat, the break is after the i.”

      “That sounds far more elegant than I had envisioned.”

      “Gran Fierro,” she told the driver.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.  She had a short exchange with him in Czech and he seemed to relax.

      “What did you say to him?” Leopold asked.

      “It is not important how I say it, only that I say it in Czech.  Most locals will treat you more respectfully if you know a bit of the language.”

      “Will you teach me something?” Leopold asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “What is Gran Fierro?” he asked.

      “It is a beautiful restaurant that is not expensive for lunch, but it is for dinner.  You are buying, are you not?  That is what I was told.”

      “Of course,” Leopold said, dodging the curious looks of the driver.  “What do you like most about this restaurant, Fitrat?”

      “The glowing cows and sheep on the walls.  Otherwise, it is very nice, too.”

      “Will you be able to go looking like that?” he asked.

      “I have clothes,” she said, frowning at him.

      “Yes, but with the purple hair and old sneakers…you’re sure there’s no dress code?”

      “Look at you, American businessman made to the bones of money,” she said like he was silly for asking the question.  “They will let me in because of you.”

      Fitrat was right about the hostess at Gran Fierro.  One look at Leopold meant they didn’t have to look twice at her.

      The two of them enjoyed a nice steak dinner and a productive conversation.  Fitrat was not a nice girl, she glared at other women in the restaurant—mainly the ones staring at Leopold—and although he tried to smile through dinner, his mouth weighed close to a thousand pounds and he was tired of frowning.

      “Are you wanting to go to your hotel with one of these hookers?” Fitrat asked, not deeply offended by his curiosities, but maybe slightly offended in her way.

      He looked around the room, saw several attractive women, but then he saw a blonde woman and he said, “With that one, maybe.  But all of these women are too old for me.”

      She blew out a huff, then stared at him.

      “I’m just taking in the people, the culture, and the sights.”

      “It looks like you are taking in the looks of these old hookers,” she said.

      “Whatever.  Just eat your steak.”

      She finished the meal, burped quietly, and covertly blew the meat fumes in his face.  He was not amused, which was why he raised an eyebrow.  “What next?” he asked, waving a hand in front of his face to break up the stink of wet meat.

      “Since you seem to be a man on the prowl, I will take you to the local clubs in Wenceslas.  But before we go in, I need you to pay me cash.  American dollars.  That way if you find the pussy you are looking for, and you leave me, I will not have done all of this work for free.”

      “So far the only work you did was to eat an expensive meal and ask me if I want hookers.”

      She looked at him and said, “I have other things to be doing right now, but I babysit you around the city.”

      “You don’t have a job, you’re running out of money, and you don’t have any prospects but this one, me.  So, maybe instead of being insulting, you could just pretend that I’m a nice person and you would love to show me around Prague.”

      “Just Wenceslas,” she said.  “You wouldn’t understand the rest of Prague.”

      “I might surprise you,” Leopold said.

      “Czechia needs tourists, but they do not like tourists, do you follow?”

      “Yes,” he said.  “I follow.”

      To the restaurant’s version of a waiter, Fitrat said something that caused the man to look at Leopold.

      “Just nod,” she said.

      Leopold nodded.

      A moment later, the man returned with a bottle of wine, to which she tapped the top of her wine glass.  When she spoke to him, it was to tell him to fill up her glass and leave the bottle.

      “You should drink this wine, Leopold,” she said, delighted.  “It is expensive.”

      “Oh, you’re buying?  Well, then, of course.”  He filled up his glass.  She sat there with a stunned look on her face.

      “Yes, this bottle is coming out of the money I was going to pay you.  I’m not your bank account.  My money is my money, not yours.”

      Her nostrils flared.

      “First one is a warning,” he said.

      “So you will buy?”

      “Just this bottle, but the next one is coming out of your pay.”

      They finished the wine, Leopold settled the bill for a paltry sum, and then they returned to the BMW with a meal for the driver.

      “Moon Club,” Fitrat told the driver, her voice a bit slurred from the alcohol.  “We are on pussy hunt for Mr. Bond here.  He wants his hookers shaken then stirred with his stick.”

      The driver looked at him in the rearview mirror, the unspoken conversation between them quick but pointed.  The look was him asking Leopold if they were going to Moon Club, and the big sigh, followed by a nod, was Leopold telling him that the girl was drunk and annoying, but that they were going anyway.

      When they got to the elegant nightclub, Fitrat pulled out a small tube of lipstick from somewhere on her person and applied it generously to her lips, almost coloring within the lines.

      “You pay me my money first?” she asked.  She smacked her lips, then blew him a kiss he didn’t want.

      He handed her a hundred-dollar bill, then said, “Alright, what am I supposed to see here?”

      “Culture!” she cried out over the music.  “Look around, pick up girls, see how they like you.  After we get uptightness out of you, tomorrow I will take you all over the city.”

      “I don’t want to go all over the city, but I do want to ask you some hard questions about the city, maybe the darker parts of it.  And then you need to tell me what you’d tell me if I wasn’t a tourist.”

      “Okay, but first”—she leaned up and kissed him on the cheek—“find a girl and know I am thanking you for a good meal and the best wine.  I will be dancing if you do not get a hooker!”

      “Stop calling them hookers,” he said, irritated.

      “We are all hookers!” she cried out as she fell into the crowd.  Then, she turned back and said, “Don’t forget the ice bar!”

      “They have an ice bar?” he asked.  She started to leave when he grabbed her sleeve and pulled her near him.  “Before you go—”

      “I’m going now!” she grinned.

      “No, before you go, I need to ask you something.”

      “What?” she said, pulling back her arm.

      “What if I want younger hookers, like…young hookers?”

      “For sex or dancing?” she asked, standing up straight, some of the light in her eyes dimming.

      “Both, but mostly sex.”

      “How old?”

      “Maybe fifteen or sixteen?”

      “I will make some calls,” she said, swallowing hard, then stifling a burp that looked like it traveled up from the pit of her belly.  “For now, go play with girls your age.”

      “That’s no fun.”

      “I’m going, Leopold.”  She giggled, touched his nose, and then louder—with one hand in the air and a drunken sway to her walk—she said, “I will be making calls for you and your baby hookers!”

      When she was gone, he took a deep breath and thought, never again!

      Before doing anything else, he picked up his phone and dialed Cira.  She answered the call and sounded sleepy.

      “Hey, sorry for waking you up.  I’m in Prague and I have some leads.  So, I think it’s time to get Yergha and Esty on the first flight here.  Depending on how Yergha and Esty are, we might need to…in fact, no…we’ll need Atlas.”

      “We will need Atlas?” she asked at the end of a deep yawn.

      “I think so,” he said.

      “Are you at a club…and drunk?” she asked.

      “Yes, and maybe.”  Shifting gears, he said, “Isabella is dodging my calls.  I’m thinking we can’t rely on Kiera being here, but I want you to blow up Isabelle’s phone anyway.  Crawl up in her ass and pitch a tent in the tunnel.”

      “Nice visual,” Cira said, yawning again.

      Listening to her was making him tired, which was why he started to look around.  With Fitrat gone, maybe he could get himself a real date, and another drink.

      “I tried earlier to find some young girls, maybe girls that were younger than normal,” he said.

      “How’d that go?”

      “Codrin hooked me up with a tour guide, slash translator, slash loudmouth.  She wanted to know exactly what I was asking for, so I had to be clearer than I wanted.  She seemed offended that I’d want a sixteen-year-old, but what can you do?  She brushed me off and started calling everyone hookers.”

      “Wow,” Cira said.  “Sounds like a promising start.”

      “I’m going to email hotel reservations for you and the others, and then I’m going to send you a file on the new warden.”

      “Where are we staying?”

      “The Four Seasons in Prague.  It overlooks the Charles Bridge and the Vltava River, and there’s a castle on the hill.  You’re going to love it!”

      “That sounds amazing,” she said.

      It sounded like she was crawling out of bed.

      “Hop on a plane to California as soon as you can and collect Atlas.  Use what information I’ve given you, but there is a file titled ‘Last Resort.’  I’ll include it with everything else in the packet.  Just be sure to use that only as a—”

      “Last resort?” she said, cutting him off.  “It’s cute how you named it that thinking I would need further explanation.”

      “You don’t need further explanation.  I just don’t want you opening it unless it’s mission-critical.”

      “Okay,” she said, drawing out the word.

      “You are a friend, and I like you a lot, but if you cannot get Atlas out of NorCal nicely, you will need to be mean.”

      “I can do mean,” she said.

      “I know you can, but being this mean always takes a piece of your soul.”

      “When I ran over the Fed who shit himself—Fykes, or whatever his name was—I gave away the biggest part of me, and I was okay with it.”

      “The new warden won’t be easy.”

      “It was hard getting Atlas released under Warden Dicampli, and we had a crap ton of blackmail on him.  Do we have as much or more on this new guy?”

      “New woman,” he said.  “And no, we don’t have much on her.  We have less than something.  Almost nothing.”

      “So how am I supposed to get Atlas, then?” she asked, suddenly nervous.

      “We have dirt on her husband,” Leopold said, sick that he needed to do this to such a nice woman.

      “Is that the ‘last resort’ file?”

      “No,” he said, hesitant.

      “Then what is it?”  He watched a brunette walk by him.  Her eyes were as hypnotic as her perfume, but neither was as stunning as the dress she was wearing.  It was practically painted on.

      “I might have a sex tape,” Leopold said.

      “On who?”  Leopold didn’t speak.  Cira asked, “You got a sex tape of him or her?”

      “Not him,” he said.

      “Her?”

      He swallowed hard, his shame now sitting like molten lava in his cheeks.  “Yes.”

      “Who is she having sex with, Leopold?”

      He sighed, then said, “Me.”

      She laughed, but it was a bitter laugh.  “You are a manwhore.”

      “I’d rather you not see that file, but use it if you have no other options.  Desperate measures and all that.”

      She tried to brush it off, but he was afraid she would go and look at it right away.  He told himself that he needed to trust her.

      “I’ll need to make travel arrangements,” she said.

      “You’ve been given clearance by the pilot to fly anywhere in the world.  Let Ethan handle the pilot if you’d like, or call him and get the pilot’s number directly.”

      “Ethan, your driver?” she asked.

      “The one and only,” he said.  “You will have full access to the plane and our cars, and I’ve upped your spending limit on the company credit card.  While I am here and you are there, you are me, so act accordingly.”

      “Okay, thank you,” she said.

      He could hear in her voice that she was touched by his confidence.

      “You wanted this.  I trust you implicitly.  Let that give you the confidence to do what you need to do.”

      A blonde woman started walking his way, her eyes zeroing in on him like a cat stalking her prey.  He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t.  There was something so stunning about her, something so unquestionably beautiful, he could barely manage a breath.

      Into the phone, before he hung up, he spoke to this woman.  She was standing before him, not smiling as much as she was pinning him down with her eyes.

      “Blonde hair, blue eyes, dress you wear like a second skin.  What are you, five-eight?”

      “Five-nine,” she said.  “I like the way you wear that suit.”

      He disconnected the call, and within a few minutes, he realized that Fitrat was right.  At Moon Club, he would find his hooker.

      Well, he did.
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      Cira was not looking forward to blackmailing NorCal State Prison’s new warden.  When she called and asked to meet with Warden Richardson on Leopold Wentworth’s behalf, the warden’s assistant asked what this was regarding.

      “He made a significant donation to the prison,” Cira told the man.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Warden Richardson’s assistant said.  “Can you hold for a moment?”

      “Of course.”

      The warden’s assistant returned to the line.  “Warden Richardson said that you can pick the time, so long as it is during business hours.”

      “That’s more than generous of her,” Cira said.

      “It would seem that half a million dollars put you in the good graces of Warden Richardson,” the man said.

      On the flight to San Francisco, she called and spoke with Esty and Yergha.  Both were ready for the work.  She told them that she had made travel arrangements and that they were staying in Prague.

      “Leopold booked everyone rooms at the Four Seasons, but he was not thinking straight.  So I canceled those rooms and got you a shitty little three-bedroom rental in an even shittier part of town.  It will be smarter that way.  Oh, and we are being charged by the week, so I think you might want to scan the comforters and pillows with a black light before using them.”

      Neither assassin was happy about the accommodations, but both could stay at a Four Seasons any time they wanted after the job was done.

      When she was done talking with them, she made her way to the bathroom, opened the modified cabinet beneath the sink, then pressed the flat panel forward.  The panel was released.  Cira removed the false front, set it aside, then looked at the customized foam cutout holding a loaded Glock 43, a sound suppressor, and a loaded spare magazine.  Near the upper right-hand side of the carrying case was a foam cutout that held a small tactical knife.

      She pulled the gun and spare magazine out of the insert, and then she threaded the suppressor until it was tight against the barrel.  After that, she thoroughly examined the blade.

      When she returned to her seat, she slid the weapons into her purse, making room for them.  Being armed was the one precaution upon which Leopold had insisted.  He wanted her safe.  She wanted to be safe, too.  After having trained at the range and spent time training in Krav Maga, Cira felt comfortable using most weapons.

      Before landing in San Francisco, she had created two drafts in the team’s shared email account.  This was how they communicated.  Rather than send an email, they simply accessed the drafts and then deleted them.  Nothing was ever sent, and so there were no traceable communications.

      The first draft was addressed to a woman in Tanzania.  The second draft was addressed to a businessman in Australia.  Esty was Tanzania.  There was a photo attachment of flight information.  Yergha was Australia.  He had a photo attachment with his flight information as well.  When they received the information they needed, both of them canceled their drafts, letting Cira know they had received the information.  Upon receiving this confirmation, she sat back and relaxed.

      If everything went according to schedule, they would leave for Prague that day.  Hopefully, Cira would collect Atlas and meet them in Prague a few hours later.  Things were moving according to plan, so why did she have that sick, nagging feeling?

      Ethan had arranged for a car service to greet her at the FBO in San Francisco.  The driver opened the car door for her, and then he drove her in silence to NorCal State Prison.  She never opened her laptop, but she held on to it as if her life depended on it.  She sat her purse beside her, slightly opened should she need to go for her weapon.

      At NorCal State Prison, Cira was ushered into the warden’s office where she and Warden Richardson sized each other up like stray cats in a dark alley.

      Cira read that look on Warden Richardson’s face.  First, it was concern (Is this an associate of Leopold’s, a girlfriend, or a wife?), and then it became jealousy (Yes, Cira was the better-looking of the two of them), but then she saw suspicion as she looked into Cira’s eyes, and she seemed to understand what the blonde was thinking (Why did he sleep with you when it should have been me?).  Or maybe this was only going on in her head.

      “Good morning, Miss Kingsley,” Warden Richardson said.  “What can I do for you?”

      Cira turned and looked at the guard, watching him as he walked out of the office.  When she and the warden were alone, she sat at the chair in front of what was once Fabian Dicampli’s desk.  For a second, some of the awful memories she made in this office crawled into her awareness.  She shoved these recollections back down and smiled.

      “Well, I should start by telling you that I run a very large part of Leopold Wentworth’s business when he’s out of the country.”

      “He’s out of the country?” Warden Richardson asked.

      “He has some business in Europe he needed to attend to,” she said.

      “Is this about the donation?  Because I’m still taken aback by his interest in the prison.”

      “As much as you might wonder if he was simply buying your favor, I can assure you, he was not.  His interest in this prison is…singular.”

      “Meaning?”

      “There is only one thing he is interested in here.  Well, perhaps two things.  But for the sake of time, and regarding the sole reason I am here, Mr. Wentworth’s interests lie in Atlas Hargrove.”

      “Yes, he told me he has an issue with the man.  Something about his sister’s boyfriend’s cousin or whatever.  Sister or something?  It was all very confusing.  Regardless, we discussed several topics at the fundraiser.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you did,” Cira said, trying not to be mad at the woman for Leopold doing what he needed to do.  The warden fired her ‘a look,’ but Cira ignored her.  “I’m afraid that what Leopold told you about Atlas is not exactly true.”

      That was where the cracks in Warden Richardson’s fake veneer began to show through.  “Oh, and how so?” she asked.

      “Atlas is…an unusual asset.  An untamed beast.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “You understand that his daughter was kidnapped, correct?  That his fall from grace started and ended with that single event?”

      “I’ve looked into his case, so yes, I know that.”

      “Atlas Hargrove is still a lawman at heart,” Cira said.  “And he has a soft spot for children.”

      “First of all,” Warden Richardson said, “he is a prisoner in a supermax facility, put here for three brutal murders and sentenced to life without the possibility of parole.”

      “I’m more than aware of Atlas and just about everything that has to do with him,” Cira said, checking her tone.

      The fluttering of her heart, the gathering heat on the back of her neck and her temples, was of concern to her.  She had to breathe, calm down, and remain poised.

      “Why exactly are you here, Miss Kingsley?”

      “Are you aware that there was an arrangement with Warden Dicampli?  That Fabian served a greater purpose than what he was tasked to do as the warden?”

      “I’m unaware of any such arrangement.”

      Here, the warden’s face changed.  Cira caught it.  A micro-expression.  There, then gone.  “But you suspect there is something that has been afoot.”

      “Yes,” the warden said.

      “Warden Dicampli was not a good man.  He had vile predilections that were unbecoming of a married man in his line of work.  It is hard to oversee a prison with any measure of integrity when you are engaging in the kinds of activities that would get you put in prison.  Not you, per se, but Fabian Dicampli.  He enjoyed the company of much younger women, despite his marriage.  And, on occasion, he had no problem with trans-boys.”

      “His issues are none of my concern,” the warden said, looking increasingly uncomfortable.  She shifted in her seat then glanced down at her calendar.

      “In this respect, they are,” Cira said.  “In a society following the rule of law, it is difficult for a person whose moral compass points north to watch so many unconscionable people get away with such heinous crimes.  And why?  Because they have the means and the ability to manipulate the system.  They also have the political cover when things go south.”

      “What does this have to do with Atlas?”

      “Everything.”

      “Okay.”

      “Every so often, a person comes along—a good person with a strong moral code, a solid work ethic, and big fucking balls—and they say ‘I will do bad things for the good of society.’  A man like that…is not normal.  He does not have a normal job with a normal wife and a normal family.  He is a person who cannot and will not stand on the sidelines and watch evil flourish.  You understand what I’m saying, right?”

      “You’re talking about vigilante justice,” the warden said.

      “Yes, Warden Richardson, that’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Cira replied.  “Some men get their hands dirty despite the moral and ethical cost.  When you rub shoulders with the devil, sometimes he takes his pound of flesh.  Doing bad things can change a man.  It can ruin him.  But there are ways to insulate against this fall from grace.  Meaning, some men will not compromise their morals, even when they use evil to battle evil.”

      “I don’t really like where this conversation is going,” the warden said, now looking very uncomfortable.

      “Bear with me, I’m about to unpack this entire conversation.”

      “We both have things to do, Ms. Kingsley.”

      “I understand, but this is important,” she said.  The warden frowned, but Cira continued undeterred.  “To keep your soul clean, you must find an instrument; a monster with an agenda, something that will beat its head against steel walls for a cause.  That blunt-force object, that untethered killing machine, can’t just be another lunatic looking for permission to kill.  He must operate from a sound moral platform.  He needs to know right from wrong.  And he will have to cross over that moral and ethical line time and again.  In the battle to stamp out evil, you need an unshakable man, a man who can do cruel, terrible things and not feel an ounce of remorse.”

      “Atlas Hargrove.”

      “Yes,” Cira all but purred.

      “He said he felt no remorse killing those boys.”

      “Because they killed children,” Cira said.  “They took these kids away from their parents forever.  Do you understand how that works with Atlas, a man who has had his only child taken from him?”

      “I’m starting to see,” she said.

      “Now imagine his wife was taken as well, not because he lost her, but because he lost himself and drove her into another man’s arms.  A younger man.  A good-looking young man.  Atlas is a man who lost his family, a man whose only hope at recovery—at true rehabilitation—is in finding his daughter.”

      “Okay,” the warden said, drawing out the word.

      “Are you getting the picture?”

      “I get a picture.”

      “Leopold and I, along with a team of private investigators, are working with Atlas to find his daughter.”

      “That’s nice,” she said.

      “We’re not doing it out of the kindness of our hearts,” Cira said, that cold front breaking.

      “I’m not connecting the dots,” Warden Richardson said.  “Atlas is a broken man, a tool to hurt bad people, and you’re finding his daughter?  I don’t get the connection.”

      “He works for us,” Cira said.  “In return, we take care of him.”  She let this sink in, hoping the warden would get it and she wouldn’t have to make that big, BIG ask.

      “He works for you…in here?  What does that have to do with his daughter?”

      “No, not in here,” Cira said.  She gave a dramatic pause.  “Out there.  He works for us…out there.”

      “But he’s in here.”

      “Most of the time, he is.”

      “Who takes him out of here?” she asked.

      “You’ll figure that out, but I can assure you, this is for the greater good.  It’s a win-win-win-win scenario.”

      “The inmates that he killed in here—”

      “Some of them he killed in self-defense and some he killed because they were just soulless freaking turds, like Baxter K.  But some of the men he killed were prison problems that he solved for Dicampli.”

      “Dicampli had prisoners killed?” she asked, dumbfounded.

      “It was us throwing the dog a bone,” Cira said.  “A reason to move Atlas into solitary.”

      “Because solitary confinement buys you the cover you need.”

      “Now you understand.”

      “I’d like you to leave now,” she said.

      “Do you know what it’s like to have a spouse cheat on you, Mrs. Richardson?”

      “Warden Richardson,” she said.  “And no.”

      Cira pulled out a couple of pictures along with a printout of texts.  “You’re about to.”  She slid the file across the desk to the warden.  “Dwight likes his women a bit younger and a bit browner than you.”

      The stricken woman looked at the photos and did her best to mask her horror.  Cira looked at Kathleen Richardson—the woman and the wife—and she felt her heart break in two.  She did not know about her husband’s infidelity.  She didn't even suspect him of cheating.

      “Jobs like these become your new spouse, although, to your old spouse, they feel like the mistress that never goes away.  Sometimes that neglected spouse gets a mistress of his own.”

      “This is a violation of privacy,” she said.

      “A violation of trust is far worse, Mrs. Richardson.”

      “You need to leave,” the warden said, that tough exterior now showing deep cracks where before there were only hairline fractures.

      “I can tell you about your spouse,” Cira said, leaning on the information Leopold gave her about the evening of the fundraiser.  “But I can also tell your spouse about you.”

      The warden’s eyes darkened.  And then she smiled.  It was a cruel, cutting smile that was indicative only of hatred.  “Wow,” the warden said.  “That was…unbelievably low.”

      “Are you referring to our discovery about Dwight?” Cira asked.

      “You know what I’m talking about.  Don’t play coy with me, young woman.”

      “I’m assuming that you know that I know about you and Leopold’s little adventures in the big city,” Cira said.

      “It will be your word against his,” she said, sitting up, her upper lip stiffening.

      Cira didn’t think she would get to this place so quickly, but it was the last tool in her tool chest, and it needed to work.  She opened her laptop to the video.  There, Cira looked at a very naked figure of Kathleen Richardson at the window of a posh hotel.

      “Hotel Drisco,” Cira said.

      “Leave,” the warden hissed.  She stood up, bristling.

      “You have a beautiful body, Mrs. Richardson.  If I was into women, I’d want to fuck you the way he did.”  She spun the laptop around and showed Kathleen Richardson the video of Leopold moving in behind her.  “I hope I have an ass like yours when I am your age.  What is your secret?”

      The woman lost her voice.  Sheer terror ran through her features, crippling her, stripping her of any power.  The look on her face was that of a good woman who crossed the line and was now getting caught.

      “We’re good people doing bad things to worse people,” Cira said.  “That is our unofficial team motto.”

      “I don’t care about your motto,” the warden said, sitting back down and looking defeated.

      “This is how it works,” Cira said.  She glanced over at the video, saw Leopold mounting her.  “We give you a heads up when we need Atlas.  Then he does you a favor in the prison.  He’ll take care of any human problems you have.  It doesn’t need to be death, but if that solves a larger problem, he has no problem killing.  When he’s in solitary confinement, you will send in a guard, usually in the middle of the night, to collect him.  If it’s daylight on either the drop-off or pick-up, your guard will put a black bag over his head.  Atlas will be gone anywhere from a week to a month, but he will be back when his allotted time in solitary confinement is up.”

      Warden Richardson leaned forward and slammed the laptop closed with force.

      “Get out!” she seethed. “And take your bullshit video with you.  I will not be blackmailed!  GUARD!”

      The guard walked in, startled.  Cira stood up, cool as a cucumber but sizzling inside.  “There is an easy way and a hard way, and then there is the most difficult way.”

      “You fucked with the wrong woman,” Warden Richardson said.  “Get this blonde bitch out of my office!”

      “Everything you’re about to lose,” Cira said, still level-headed, “I hope it was worth it.”

      The guard looked at her, not sure how to react.

      “I’m ready,” she told him.

      “What the hell was that about?” the guard asked when they left the warden’s office.  Cira was familiar with the man but not enough to have such a candid conversation.

      “It’s a private matter,” she said.

      “She’s not like Dicampli.  Fabian Dicampli was a piece of shit.  This one rode in here on a high horse, nothing but glowing praise from every prison on her resume.”

      “Yeah, well, everyone has a fall from grace.  The only question is how far will they fall, and will they break every bone in their body, or just a few?”

      “She’s new here,” the guard said.  “She doesn’t understand how things work.  She’ll get it sooner or later, you’ll see.  NorCal changes you.  You don’t even have to be a prisoner to get caught in its jaws.”

      She turned and looked at him.  “Tell me about it.”

      “She’ll come around.”

      “When?”

      “A few weeks, a few months, who knows?  But they always do.”

      “I don’t have a few days.”  This was one of the men who escorted Atlas to and from the prison.  She knew that now.  “Any ideas?”

      “I’m just a guy who couldn’t walk the narrow, but I can walk the straight.  She’s a straight and narrow kind of woman.”

      “Not as much as you would think,” she said.  “Thanks for the chat.”

      “Anytime, Ms. Kingsley.”

      Cira got into the car and called Leopold.  He didn’t answer.  Sitting there, having failed, having blown her entire wad, she was not sure what else to do.  Was there another move she hadn’t thought of yet?

      She tried Leopold again, but he didn’t answer.

      That wasn’t like him.

      She tried calling Yergha, but he wasn’t answering either.  The Pakistani was in Turkey last she’d heard.  It would be the middle of the night there.

      She dialed Estella, Esty, and the woman picked up right away.  “Girl, I was just thinking about you!”

      “Is that so?” Cira asked.

      “No.”

      Dead silence, then a little laughter.

      Cira joined in the laugher, and then Esty asked, “What do you need, Blondie?  You know I’ve got your back.  Just say the word.”

      “I need help,” Cira said.

      “Help help?” Esty asked, concerned.

      “Advice,” she said.  “I’m sort of in a jam.”  She told Esty where she was stuck, all the details that Leopold gave her, what the warden had done, and how she reacted.  “So, can you offer me any help?”

      “You have to get down and dirty, girl.  It’s time to trade in that sweet girl act you have going on and get downright nasty.”

      “You remember Juárez, right?” Cira asked.

      “Of course,” she said.

      “My hands aren’t clean anymore.”

      “Oh, yeah.  That’s right.  Mr. shitty pants in the desert.”

      “The one and only,” Cira replied.

      “Okay, then.  Here’s my advice.  It’s simple, really, but complex, too.  You need to be bold, brash, intimidating.  You need to do the kind of thing that no one will expect you or anyone else to do.”

      “And what is that?” Cira asked, on the verge of tears.

      “You tried the professional way, correct?”

      “Obviously,” Cira said.

      “Now it’s time to be less than professional.  You have to find your inner bitch, caffinate the hell out of her, and then set her loose.”

      She sat with this for a long time, and Esty let her.  Then Cira said, “Yeah, there’s no other way than that.  You’re right.  Thank you, Esty.”

      “You good?”

      “I know what I need to do.”

      “I’m about to board my plane,” Esty said.  “In coach, I might add.”

      “Leopold said to act as he would act.”

      “He’d get me first-class so that I arrived in a better mood than when I left.”

      Cira laughed nervously, the two women said goodbye, and then she hung up.  She tried calling Leopold again.  He didn’t answer.  She was starting to get worried.

      Sitting in the car with the glass partition raised, she got back on the phone and called the number Leopold had given her.  The call went straight to voicemail.  She left a message.

      “Hello, Isabelle, this is Cira Kingsley, and I’m calling on behalf of Leopold Wentworth.  He is currently occupied and outside of any cell reception, but he asked me to touch base with you on the status of Kiera.  We are currently moving as a team to Prague.  We will wait for Kiera unless you say otherwise.  I am preparing to pick her up, so I’ll need you to advise me on when I can do that or if I need to make other plans.”

      She hung up, then sent Leopold a text.  ARE YOU F’ING KDDNG ME???  CALL ME ALREADY!  The phone rang a moment later, but the number was unlisted.  Meaning it wasn’t Leopold.

      “Hello?” Cira said.

      “Why is Leopold not answering his phone?” Isabelle asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Does this concern you?”

      “Everything concerns me, Isabelle.”

      “As well it should.  I don’t have Kiera.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Unavailable,” she said.

      “I’m sorry, Isabelle, but that’s not good enough for me.”

      The older woman laughed generously, and then she said, “I don’t have to have this conversation with you.  I am only speaking to you as a matter of courtesy to Leopold.”

      “For all intents, I am Leopold.”

      This sobered the woman.  Not because she was impressed by Cira’s assertion of power, but because she had been miffed by Cira’s attempt to assert control.  At least, that was what Cira assumed she was thinking and feeling.

      “Since you are him, I will tell you what I have already told him.  Kiera is working, her op went south, and I will get her to you as soon as possible in whatever shape she is in.  If she can travel, if she is still alive, then you can have her.”

      “No wonder Leopold doesn’t look forward to calling you,” Cira said, speaking out of turn but thinking that Leopold would have reacted the same way.

      With a slight laugh and amusement in her voice, Isabelle said, “Don’t let him fool you, Cira.  He loves talking with me.”

      “Kiera,” Cira reminded her.

      “You’ll get her when I have her,” Isabelle snapped.  “Don’t call me.  I’ll call you.”

      And then she hung up.

      Dammit!

      The partition rolled down, the driver looking intently at her.  “I’m a driver, not a sitter,” he said.

      “You’re being paid to be what I need you to be, and right now, that’s a sitter.  Now kindly raise this partition and leave me to my business.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    






Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Warden Richardson finally summoned him.  Atlas was more than ready.  He cooperated with the guards, didn’t talk back, and acted the way a model prisoner should.

      When he got to her office, the warden asked the guard to leave, then she told Atlas to sit down.  “You’re going to live your entire life in the hole if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’m used to the dark.”

      “Well, I hope you like it,” she hissed.

      “It’s better than getting the shit kicked out of me in gen pop, and it’s a hell of a lot better than being shot with beanbag rounds.”

      He noticed her noticing the giant bruise on his head.  Atlas stood and lifted his shirt.  His stomach was ripped, his pecs still defined, but the surface of his hard-earned body was marred with bruises, some far nastier than others.

      “The big ones are from the beanbag rounds,” he said, sitting down.

      “Maybe you should stop killing people.”

      “I keep trying, I swear.”

      “I want to know about this arrangement you had with Dicampli.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, playing coy.

      She said, “Guard!”

      The man opened the door.  “Ma’am?”

      “Take him to the hole.”

      He looked at Atlas, then her, and then he said, “What has he done?”  This was the guard who shot him in the side of the head and later apologized.

      “No one is going to complain about his absence,” the warden said, cold, sour.  “Unless you’ll miss him.  Is there something I need to know about you two?  Are you romantically involved?”

      The guard frowned at her cutting words.  “His wife has been visiting.  She would miss him.  As for me, I wouldn’t miss him at all.”

      This seemed to infuriate the warden.  “Jade Hargrove only just started visiting, which means Atlas was enough of a piece of shit that she stayed away for months.”  She turned to Atlas and continued.  “Furthermore, he has an attitude problem, he’s a killer, and now he’s being belligerent.”

      “I’m not being belligerent,” Atlas said.

      “Shut up!” she roared.  She fought to keep her composure, but it was a losing battle.  “It doesn’t matter.  What matters is that I don’t care about you, Atlas, and I don’t answer to you, guard.  You answer to me.  Now shove him in a hole.”

      “For how long?” he asked.

      “A week, a month, a year?  I don’t know yet.  Just get him out of my sight.”  She looked at Atlas, and Atlas glared at her.  “Unless you want to tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Atlas finally growled.

      “I’m listening.”

      “It looks like someone’s gotten their period.”  Turning to the guard, he said, “A month in the hole is better than spending another minute in here with this unstable, failed beauty queen.”

      “Get his ass out of here!”

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






Cira Kingsley

        

      

    

    
      Cira tried to call Leopold again.  No answer.  “Son of a…” she muttered, trying not to lose her composure.  It wasn’t helping that she was trying to arrange an op and failing at all of it.  The phone rang.  She picked it up, saw that it was Scotty Chase.

      “Scotty,” she said like they were old friends.

      “Why isn’t Leopold answering his phone?” Scotty asked.

      “He’s in Prague, so he’s probably asleep.”

      “I have updates that are…critical to the nature of our work.”

      “Stop being so cryptic.”

      “I kind of have to because I’m working for him and not you, no offense.”

      “First off, if you’re working for him, and he’s outside of the United States, then you are working for me in his stead.  I already know what you’re doing, what you’ve found, and how Leopold uses that information to keep Atlas on a short leash.”

      “Okay, good, that’s great,” Scotty said, clearly not wanting to break the news of this caliber when Leopold should be the one with whom he should speak.

      “Spit it out, man.  Time is money.”

      “We found her.”

      “Alabama?”

      “Yes.”

      Breathless, she sat up.  Good God.  “Who is ‘we’?”

      “Jackson and I.”

      “Is she alive or dead?” Cira asked.

      “Alive.  But she’s pregnant, just like the picture we found at Keegan’s suggested.  We’re not sure, but she might be going into labor.  We don’t know if she will be early, on time, or late in her delivery.  We don’t know anything except that Apple isn’t taking her to any appointments.”

      “Okay, okay, let me think,” she said, slipping into boss mode.  “What else do you need to tell me, and are you asking me for authorization?”

      “Hear me out, and then do what Leopold would do.”

      “Okay,” she said.  “Yeah, okay.”

      “Apple is not a rich woman,” Scotty said.  “She and Alabama are living in a shit house here in Connecticut.  I’m also certain she’s not doing what she needs to do to take care of Alabama.”

      Cira thought of Atlas and the hell he had gone through after his daughter was kidnapped.  Hearing that Alabama was alive but had not been rescued shocked and disturbed her.  She found herself getting pissed off, not because of what Scotty said but because of how long it was taking her to respond.  Leopold should be running this op.  He would already be making decisions!

      “Are you okay?” Scotty asked.  “Did I lose you?”

      “No, I’m here,” she said.

      “I need you to make a decision.”

      “Shut up, dammit.  I’m thinking, okay?” Cira said, chastising herself for the misstep.

      “You’ve said ‘okay’ like ninety-five times.”

      “Scotty, please,” she said.  “I’m under more pressure than you can imagine.”

      “Because Leopold is not answering his phone?” he pressed.

      She didn’t answer him.  The truth was that she didn’t want to know this about Alabama, but only because of her involvement with Atlas.  She and Atlas had no secrets between them, but she couldn’t tell him about Alabama because Leopold wouldn’t authorize that.  So now, she had to pretend that the biggest thing in Atlas’ life was hanging in the balance when it wasn’t.

      “Alright,” she said.  “I need you to get eyes and ears inside that house.  Make sure she’s being cared for.  If you believe that her life or the life of her baby is at risk, then I need you to restrain Apple and get Isabelle to the hospital.”

      “You mean Alabama?” Scotty asked, correcting her.

      “Yeah, Alabama.  That’s what I meant.  Just remember that Apple needs to pay for what she’s done, but Atlas is the only guy who can settle that score.  Am I being clear on that?”

      “Perfectly,” he said.

      “He is where he is because of what Apple and her dog shit son did.”

      “You’re beating a dead horse,” Scotty said.

      “Keep me posted,” she said.

      “Will do.”

      She hung up then looked up and saw the driver with his head against the headrest.  Was he…asleep?  She raised her eyebrows, and then she thought, At least he’s not bothering me.  The silence was allowing her to collect her thoughts.

      When Leopold said to “be me in my stead,” Cira thought he was talking in metaphors.  This was no metaphor.  She was the man now.  With Leopold gone, she was the boss.

      The problem was the pressure was unreal.

      “Think,” she said.

      She opened her laptop and perused the info Codrin had sent to Leopold on Kathleen Richardson.  She skimmed the information, stopping when she saw Kathleen’s home address.  Esty’s voice filled her head.  A slight tremble started in her, but then it stopped.  Her head began nodding on its own.  Then an idea formed.  It was a terrible idea, but it just might work.

      She tapped on the car’s glass partition, but the driver didn’t awaken.  She patted it with the flat of her hand and still, he remained asleep.  Finally, she slipped off her ring, made a fist, and punched the glass so hard the man jumped into the steering wheel.

      Sitting back, smiling, she said, “I’m ready now.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.  “Where to?”

      Take me to the airport.”

      When the driver dropped her off at the airport, she tipped him and went inside to rent a compact car.  She rented something forgettable.  Half an hour after signing the paperwork, she drove out to Fairfield.  There, she cruised by a modest home in a quiet neighborhood where the houses were spaced nice and far apart, and every fourth house had a barking dog.

      She found a community park up the road, got out of the car, and took a stroll.  She had time to kill, which was torturous.  If anything, she had too much to do to sit still!  Along a freshly-paved asphalt walkway, she found a nice bench setting among the trees.  She told herself to sit down and calm down.  All around her, the leaves were turning and the air was still.  She merely sat there, enjoyed the fresh air, and relaxed.

      The sun began to set in the western sky, and a brilliant glow illuminated the suburban landscape.  She returned to her car and called Leopold again.  No answer.  Count to ten, breathe easy, you are competent.  Cira set her phone down, took a breath, then settled into her seat.  The phone rang beside her, spurring her back to life.

      “Thank God,” she said.  She picked up right away.  “Hello?”

      “Oh, how I’ve missed that sweet voice!” Yergha said.

      “Yergha!” she replied, happy to talk with him but disappointed that he was calling and not Leopold.

      “I just wanted to let you know that I made it to Prague and I’m waiting to pick up Esty,” he said.  “I missed your call, so I wanted to check back in with you.”

      “I needed advice but I was able to reach Esty,” she said.

      “What kind of advice?” he asked.

      “The kind of advice you get when you need to be a bad person.”

      “Oh yeah,” Yergha said.  “She’s better for that. I’m a saint, but you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      “Are you on your way here?” he asked.

      “Not yet.  I’m drafting an email.  I’m going to have you and Esty look at a house when you’re both there.”

      “Got it,” he said.

      This was the rental house where they’d all stay.  She was re-drafting the address, just in case.

      “Where’s Leopold,” Yergha asked.  “Is he coming, too?”

      That sick, draining feeling she had ever since he stopped answering calls was only getting worse.  She wondered if she would get an ulcer by the time this op was done.

      “I…I don’t know.  Something might have happened to him.  I need you two on this until I get there.”

      “We’re in Prague,” Yergha said.  “How the hell do we do that from here?”

      “Leopold is there already,” she said.  “I’m trying to get Atlas.”

      “He’s here?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you bringing Kiera, too?” he asked.

      “Working on that now.”

      “Hell yeah!” he said, animated.  “We’re getting the band back together!”

      She laughed at his enthusiasm, for it was infectious in a good way.  “I’m looking forward to seeing you, Yergha.  I’ve missed you guys.”

      “I’m looking forward to it, as well,” he said.  “I’ll check on that house we talked about as soon as I see the draft.”

      “I’m sending it now, and I’ll call you when we arrive.”

      “Cira,” he said before she hung up.  “Should we be worried about Leopold?”

      She thought about it, then said, “Yes.”

      After saying goodbye, she drove to a nearby Chipotle, ordered a vegetarian burrito bowl, and then ate in the parking lot.  After that, she parked on a busy street but away from a street light and waited the hours away.  She was growing more nervous by the minute.  Ten o’clock came and went.  As did eleven o.  And then she hit the midnight hour.

      At 1 am she would move.

      She returned to the warden’s house just after her target time, parked her car up the street, and grabbed the suppressed Glock 43 and the blade, just in case.  She walked to the warden’s house, sticking to the shadows.  The night was dark and cold, so quiet that the neighborhood had that surreal feeling, almost as if she was on a movie set and nothing was living in the general vicinity.

      For some reason, she wasn’t sure if she could trust the darkness.  It concealed her movements, but the darkness could also conceal the movements of others.

      When she reached the warden’s house, she moved to the back gate, hopped the fence, then waited for a dog to come barking or motion-activated security lights to shine.  When nothing happened, she snuck around back.  She was careful where she walked, and she moved on the balls of her feet rather than her heels.

      Before moving to California, Warden Richardson had been working in Arizona.  The transfer was rather sudden, Dicampli having unexpectedly died of lead poisoning.  She had just moved into the neighborhood; Cira was hoping she and her cheating husband weren’t up to speed on their home security needs just yet.  Time would tell.

      She tried the windows as she went, but the back windows were locked, and the blinds were closed.  And then she found a side window that was cracked open.  After confirming the screen was not part of an alarm system, she withdrew her tactical blade and sliced the mesh with a clean horizontal cut.  She reached inside hoping to wiggle her fingers under the frame.  Her fingers were too big, and the opening was too small.  She slid the knife tip into the opening and gave it a little lift.  The gap widened.  She now had space for her fingers.

      Cira managed to get the window open, but the screen was in the way.  She used the twin release tabs to pull the screen out of its groove, giving her unobstructed access to the window.  She set the screen down against the house then peeked inside.

      When she determined that the room was empty, she climbed inside as quietly as she could.  She found herself in a home office.  It was just a desk, a chair, and a computer.  There were stacks of unpacked moving boxes everywhere.

      She worked her way through the dark house, tracking the uproarious sounds of Dwight’s snoring.  When she got to the master bedroom, one side of the bed was empty.

      What the hell?

      She moved back down the hall, found another room, and in that room, the warden was asleep in what looked like a guest bed.

      Did they fight?  Were they sleeping apart?  Of course, but did she tell him she knew about the girl?  Is that why she was sleeping alone?

      Quietly, Cira raised the weapon.  With one eye on the warden, she reached inside the walk-in closet and turned on the light.  The woman didn’t wake, but she did stir.

      With her finger resting on the upper frame by the slide, she edged the closet door open, allowing for more of the light to spill into the room.  The wash of light illuminated the warden’s sleeping face, but it did not wake her.  Not wanting to waste any more time, Cira walked over to the bedroom door, closed it, then turned on the overhead light.

      The warden stirred, then opened her eyes.  When she saw Cira standing there with a suppressed gun pointed at her head, she drew a sharp breath.

      “You!” she hissed.

      Channeling Esty, or Atlas, she said, “I told you there were different ways to do this.  This is the hard way.  But believe me, Kathleen, there are harder ways than this.  It’s just a matter of how much pain you want to endure.  Or what parts of your body you won’t miss.”

      “You made the worst mistake of your life,” the warden growled.

      Cira went on speaking, undeterred.  “Sometimes I start with fingers, but other times, with someone like you, I might start by slicing open your nostrils or cutting off your earlobes.  You have nice ears, by the way.”

      Warden Richardson sat up and fixed her hair, but the heat coming off her fiery eyes could have started a house fire.

      “I thought maybe this was a temporary arrangement between you and Dwight, you sleeping in this room, but then I saw your clothing in the closet.  Why are you still married when you won’t even sleep in the same room together?”

      “I trust you’ve heard his snoring,” she said.

      “Good point,” Cira replied.

      “This is the way I see it.  You didn’t crack when you learned that Dwight has been boning 25-year-olds.  And you didn’t crack when I threatened you with the video of your and Leopold’s sexual escapades.  But then I realized that you didn’t hear how I would use that video.  That is why I had to come here.  Because you weren’t listening to me earlier.”

      “You’re not going to kill me,” she said.

      “Who did you replace at NorCal to get the warden position?” Cira asked.  Realization dawned on her: they never found Fabian Dicampli’s killer.  She saw the concern building in Kathleen’s eyes.  “You don’t know me or my associates, so you don’t know what we are capable of.”

      “What does Atlas do for you when he’s out?” the warden asked.

      “Will that influence your decision?”

      “It might.”

      That made sense.  A woman with morals would look for a moral standing in an immoral, illegal act.  Force didn’t have to be total force.

      “We kill people who hurt families and children.”

      She drew a breath through her nose, let it out fast, then nodded.  “Exclusively?”

      “Every single person on this team has a skill set they use to make the worst offenders in this world bleed.  Justice isn’t blind anymore.  The connected class has a hundred get-out-of-jail-free cards.  Crime is going to be what crime is going to be, but when it comes to kids and innocents, the Department of Justice doesn’t give a two divots of dog shit about morality, doing the right thing, or taking these predators off the streets.  Not if they’re connected to the right people with the big money and the even bigger influence.  So we take them off the planet.”

      “So, you want me to let Atlas out of jail so he can kill bad people?”

      “We don’t operate in the United States,” Cira said.

      “What if I don’t go along with this?”

      “First, I email that sex video to Dwight.  Then I send it to everyone at that fundraiser.  After that, I will send it in a group text to everyone above you, all of those men in positions of power.  They’re going to love you for about five minutes.  Once they’re done jerking off to you and the video, your career will be over.  You will be disgraced.  You’ll lose everything.  But I won’t stop there because I’m a vindictive bitch and I hate losing.  So, I’ll email the video to every single media outlet I have in my ‘Rolodex.’  That list, Kathleen, is very long.  Meaning, I’m well connected, good at my job, and no longer fucking around.”

      “What do you need from me?” she finally asked.

      Thank God.  And thank you, Esty.

      “I need you to get dressed and go with me to the prison,” she said.  “Atlas is coming with me tonight.”

      “This is insane,” she said.

      “Do you want to know what’s insane, Warden?” Cira asked.  “It’s insane seeing online auctions with kids as young as 3 years old for sale and it’s insane watching online snuff videos occurring in live time.  It’s even more insane when we find these kids hacked to pieces, put in garbage bags, and dumped on the streets of other countries.  Do you know what that does to the hearts and minds of people like me?”

      Warden Richardson stopped what she was doing, her jaw slack.

      “Yeah, that’s my job,” Cira said.  “We find the men and women who do this, and we make a mother-freaking mess of them.”

      She was getting hot thinking of what had happened to Callie, to the Fox family, to Kaylee Barnes.

      “I didn’t know things like that existed,” the warden said, moved.

      “Of course not,” Cira said, already worked-up.  “You don’t know shit sitting in your little office in your protected prison, and you don’t know shit living out here in freaking suburbia.”

      “You don’t know me enough to make that judgment.”

      “Normies like you are too consumed with your own miserable, indulgent life to think of others, to look outside your border, to grab a tiger of this size by the tail.”

      “What just happened to you?” the warden asked as she started dressing.  “After I said yes, you…changed.”

      “Right now, while you’re putting on your clothes, a little girl is being raped to death or killed for hundreds of thousands of dollars in an online red room.  Quit asking questions and hurry up.  I’m done being nice.”

      Kathleen moved quicker, and when she was ready, she and Cira left the house through the front door.  She walked the warden to her horrible little car, the rental that no one would ever notice.  She made the warden drive.  Cira sat in the passenger seat beside her, her gun aimed at the warden’s ribcage.

      “How often do you need to borrow him?” the warden asked.

      “It’s only been a month since he came back from our last operation.  Before that, it was five months.  It all depends on what and who we find.  One thing is for sure: time is life.  The more time we waste here, the more people die out there.”

      “Who pays you?” she asked.

      “We don’t need money.”

      A knowing smile broke over her face.  “Leopold Wentworth,” she said.  “Retired multi-millionaire.”

      “Not retired.”

      “I gather not,” she said.

      “It may not feel like it right now, but you’re doing the right thing.”

      “When you showed me that video of Leopold and me at the hotel, I felt sick, ashamed, caught—which is a vile feeling in itself, I discovered.  But now that I know what you’re doing, if you’re being honest with me, I don’t feel so bad.”

      “Good God,” she said, looking ahead.  “We’ve got another Leopold Wentworth groupie.”

      “I’m too old to be a groupie,” she said.

      “But you’re not too old to act like a groupie?” Cira asked, her jealousy returning.  “Stop talking and just drive.”
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Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      Leopold woke up with a headache.  Everything hurt.  And he was cold, naked, and chained to an unfinished wall in someone’s basement.  A bare bulb hung in the middle of this modestly-sized substructure, almost like an afterthought.  The light almost touched him, but the basement was just too big, so he felt like he was sitting in the shadows, forgotten, or abandoned and left to die.  He gave his chains a shake.  The chains rattled.  He turned and looked at them, tracing the links to a pair of industrial-sized bolts anchored to the wall.

      Leopold tapped the unfinished drywall with a knuckle, knowing how to locate a stud.  The knocking sound beneath each bolt echoed solid.  The bolts were anchored to studs.  He tugged at the chains, but there was no give.  Panic boiled inside of him, but he held his mania at bay while he looked around.  He found some freedom of movement in the chains.  He could stand up and sit down, he could lie down and he could stretch.  Beyond that, everything around him was just out of reach.  At least his legs were free.  But looking at his wrists, studying the metal clamps that bound him, only gave rise to a mounting hysteria.

      “For the love of God,” he said, almost like a plea.

      This was the kind of thing you saw in horror movies about ghosts or psychos like Leatherface in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.  This couldn’t be real life, could it?

      He sat up, but his senses were off, and his equilibrium was in question.  Was he drugged?  If he had been, he was coming off them now.  And why had he been stripped to his underwear?  He tried to collect his thoughts, but getting control of his mind was like herding cats or trying to get a swarm of gnats to form a single-file line.

      The blonde.

      Yes.

      The blonde he met at Moon Club did this to him.  Five-foot-eight, legs for days, a narrow waist, and an athlete’s rack.  She was dancing with him, kissing him, rubbing his cock on the dance floor like they were twenty.  It was fantastic.

      But then he remembered the swimming starting about that point.  Flashes of memories came back: the blonde walking him outside, saying it was okay to leave, that he had too much to drink.  He hadn’t had too much at all.  He hadn’t had enough!

      “It was her lips,” he said to himself in whatever kind of a haze this was.

      He laughed to himself.  Fitrat was right.  He found his hooker, except the Johns in this world, guys like him, weren’t Johns at all.  They were targets, but for what purposes?

      A guy made his way down a wooden staircase sometime later.  He was a man about Leopold’s height and weight, and he had impeccable taste in clothing.  When he looked at this reasonable-looking man, his very first thought was, why would a guy like that be keeping a guy like me in a basement like this?

      “You are rather interesting, Mr. Leopold Wentworth,” he said.

      Leopold glanced up at him, not sure how to react.

      “We did some digging while you were sleeping, and wow…you are well-traveled, highly-regarded, and entirely too rich for this type of behavior.  Or perhaps you are not rich enough.  Who can say these days?  Tell me, Leopold, why are you here in Prague?”

      “I heard the beer is cheap,” he said.

      The man laughed.

      “What did you drug me with?”

      “Prague’s version of McDonald’s,” the man replied.

      “This isn’t a food coma.”

      “No, Mr. Wentworth,” he laughed.  “It is not.”

      Leopold tried to stand, but he felt a debilitating pull on his face and body.  Was this what it felt like to wake up after being beaten and raped?

      “If this was the date rape drug,” Leopold said as he sat back down, “will you please ask the girl that violated me if I was good?  Performance is important to me.”

      “This is a very nice American tactic, Leopold Wentworth.  But for all of your candor and all of your false bravado, it is hard to crack jokes when someone’s breaking your teeth with a hammer.”

      He swallowed hard, not sitting up so straight anymore.  “No, I imagine it is not.”

      “Again, I ask you, what are you looking for, Mr. Wentworth?”

      Swallowing past a dry lump in his throat, he said the thing he knew he would have to say, and he tried to be convincing when what he was about to say clashed with every value he ever held dear in his life.

      “In America, it is frowned upon to have fun with children, but I understand there is a tolerance for that sort of thing, given the right company and the proper conditions.”

      The man narrowed his eyes and tightened his fists.  “Your schools are teaching your kids how to have oral and anal sex in the third grade and you want to come to Prague to find these things?  Even if that kind of disgusting behavior went on here, which it does not, we would never put it out in the open!  Not like your country!”  The man started to pace, slowly at first, really taking his time to bore into Leopold.  “If you were looking to indulge in the forbidden delights, I’m afraid to say, you should have stayed home and done so in your own vile country.”

      “Where do you think I’m from exactly?” Leopold asked, trying to hide as much information from him as he could.  But the haze in his head was wearing off, and he realized this man had his ID and he had done his due diligence.

      “I know where you are from, Leopold.  The United States of Fuck.  You are from shit hole America.  Your government has forsaken its people, it has allowed creatures like you to crawl out of its cracks and infect the entire world.  Well, we do not want your numerous, sick fantasies plaguing our society.”

      “It’s more than that,” Leopold told the man.  Either he was being tested, or he had fallen into the wrong hands and was about to have a very bad death.

      Make a choice, take a chance.  In for a penny, in for a pound.

      His mouth was so dry at that moment that he couldn’t swallow, even if he was desperate to do just that.  He spoke anyway.  “I was told that I could come here to participate in…killing…people.”

      “Children?  Is that what you mean to say, Mr. Leopold Wentworth, man of hundreds of millions of dollars, playboy extraordinaire?”

      “Yes, children.”

      “Do you think we are murderers here?”

      “No, but I know for a fact that murderers live here.  They exist in dark places like this, and they are sheltered by those in power to protect their rather ambitious interests.  It is about this matter that I wish to speak.”

      “What matter is that?”

      “Callie Fox.”

      Now the man understood.  A slight smile cut across his face as he continued to pace back and forth.  Never once did he take his eyes off of Leopold.

      “This is the girl cut into pieces and left in bags in front of the US Embassy, correct?” he asked.  “I read that story.  That was a tragedy.”

      The man managed to sound genuine.  Had he chosen wrong?  His head felt like it was swarming with bees.

      “Yes, it was,” Leopold managed to say, his bones starting to vibrate with rage for what was done to her.

      “You look angry, Mr. Wentworth.  Why are you angry?”

      His head snapped up.  The man had stopped pacing.  Now he was looking at him, digging into Leopold’s brain, trying to look for darkness in his soul.  Should he show the man?  Should he come clean?  What if he came clean and they killed him?

      “I’m not angry,” he said.  I have…needs, a compulsion.  For me not to become…something else, I need to keep these needs at bay.”

      “So you want to find birds of your feather so that you may flock together.”

      “Exactly,” Leopold said.

      What the hell had he gotten himself into, and how did he end up there?  Did he tell the blonde that he was here to get young girls?  No, he told Fitrat.  Not the blonde.  So why was he there?  Did Fitrat do this to him?

      The man holding him captive folded his arms and let a large, rather wolfish smile escape him.  Pointing at Leopold, wagging a finger at him, he said, “My organization is many things, but we do not harm children.”

      “Then we have nothing further to discuss.  Please let me go.”

      “No, I don’t think I will do that.”

      “Why did you kidnap me?” Leopold asked.  “What do you want?”

      “Everyone is for sale, and everyone selling folks like you to people like me does so for the money.  With COVID restrictions doing a number on our tourist community, people are finding other avenues of survival.  You understand what I’m saying, right?”

      “Fitrat Cojocaru was for sale,” Leopold said.

      “Fitrat saw an opportunity,” he said.  “We are now a capitalist society, Mr. Wentworth.  Fitrat merely capitalized on this opportunity.”

      Leopold frowned and said, “Fit rat.”

      The man pulled out his cell phone and made a quick call.  He spoke in Czech, his words neither tense nor rushed, and then he hung up.  Upstairs, a door opened and someone large started down the stairs.

      “Who are you?” Leopold asked.

      “Ansel Werich,” he said.  “Normally I would not tell someone in your position such coveted information, but I assume you know what that means.”

      “That I’m never leaving this basement,” Leopold said.

      “Oh, you will leave here, just not alive.”

      One of Ansel’s thugs appeared.  Leopold swallowed hard.  This man looked as though he existed only to beat things out of men.  He said something in Czech.  Ansel nodded.  Then, turning to Leopold, the reasonable-looking man who told him he would not leave there alive said, “I feel sorry for people like you.”

      “So, you’re not releasing me?”

      “Hardly,” he replied, laughing as if the question amused him.  “If you truly are the kind of man who wants to have your way with children and then kill them to satisfy your urges, then we have nothing left to discuss.  Not with our mouths anyway.  But there are other ways of talking, Mr. Leopold.  You will see.”

      The sinking feeling that plagued Leopold ever since he woke up suddenly intensified.  Before, he felt like things were lining up so perfectly, but now he knew that he had done everything wrong to get there.  His instincts were off.  Looking at these men, assessing his situation from this mentally defunct place, he realized he was but a pup who stepped into a pack of alphas.

      It was time to tell him what he was doing there.  Unfortunately, someone else was headed down the stairs.  When yet another big man appeared at the base of the stairs, Leopold felt his heart sink.  When this man walked under the soft light of the substructure’s only source of light, Leopold fought to control his bowels.

      Glancing down, he saw that this man’s fists were the size of toasters, and he had a robust body that looked like it knew violence, hard-drinking, and the weight of an unjust life.

      He burned Leopold with his gaze.  Leopold swallowed hard.  This guy hated him, or his type, but what was this?  Were these men there for him?

      “I think there’s been some kind of a mistake,” Leopold said, sounding sheepish and weak.

      Whoever this guy was, he looked like he was ready to give Leopold a tune-up.

      “He likes to have sex with children, girls like your Helena,” Ansel said to the brute.  The man seemed to understand him, but mostly Ansel wanted Leopold to know what was coming next.  “Do to him what you would have done to the men who beat, raped, and cut up your lovely daughter.”

      The brute narrowed his eyes, then he walked over, picked Leopold up by the neck, and stared into his eyes with something south of amusement.  This was mania, unremitting pain, the far side of insane.

      “This isn’t me,” Leopold said, only inches from his face.  “I’m not that kind of guy.”

      “You are,” the big man said, his breath smelling like boiled meat and cabbage.

      “The problem is that there have been several Callie Fox’s, Mr. Wentworth,” Ansel said.  “This man’s daughter, Helena, was dropped off in bags outside of a KFC in the middle of the night.  A paid trash separator thought someone was trying to send someone a message, so he opened the bag.”

      The big man stepped back, rolled his neck, then gritted his teeth.  He made those big hands into even bigger fists.  Through all of this, Ansel continued to speak.  And with each disgusting detail he gave, the big man before him seemed to get angrier and angrier.

      “That is when they found Helena’s delicate little hand, all her fingers broken, the knuckles black and blue.  Two of her fingernails were torn off, and a third was bent backward from the struggle.  Someone had beaten her to death.  But that was only after she had been violated.”

      The big man was grunting now, pacing a tight line, pounding his fist into the palm of his hand.  And he had his eyes on Leopold the whole time.

      They were just boring into him.

      “There was no reason for this kind of violence, Mr. Wentworth.  Helena was a good girl.  But this was what happened, and since then, Dolph has never been the same.  Perhaps he can heal himself with you.  There is so much violence and rage in him now.  He was, after all, a humble man before this.”

      Dolph stopped pacing, but he had yet to blink.  He just stared at Leopold.

      “I’m here hunting down the people who did that—” Leopold tried to explain.

      Ansel wasn’t paying attention.  Dolph didn’t care.  Ansel laid a consoling hand on his shoulder, and then he apologized for having to stir up such difficult memories.

      “Go now, Dolph,” he said.  “Put your restless heart at ease.”

      Leopold stood there, nearly naked and sore, completely vulnerable.  Although the bare bulb cast shadows over the space, he did not like the darkness in which he found himself, for it was cold and terrifying, a prison without bars.  Even worse, there was nowhere to run.

      At that moment, Leopold knew that sloppiness would cost him his life.  He had been brash, arrogant, and completely ignorant to the ways of this dark new world.  He was not an instrument of God, not a seasoned hunter.  He was just an American cowboy trying to play games with lions.

      The desperation that swelled in him was God-sized and paralyzing.  “You don’t understand,” Leopold said as Dolph approached him.

      Frazzled, scared, fighting for a way out of this, he tried to complete his thought.  But the gigantic fist smashing into his face stopped all forms of thought.  The nightmarish shot rattled every bone in his body.  His legs went weak, his bowels loosened, and he suddenly saw things through an inky haze.

      He had been hit before, but this wasn’t a hit—this was bone fractures and possible internal hemorrhaging.  “You don’t understand,” Leopold heard himself say.

      He sounded like he was talking from a hundred miles away.  How could his mouth and his ears be so close together, yet feel as if they were so far apart?

      “You are the one who does not understand,” Ansel said.

      Maybe he was right, Leopold reasoned.  Everyone in that basement wanted the same thing: justice for Helena.  Only they didn’t know that Leopold was on their side.  They thought he was just like Helena’s killer.  He didn’t blame them.

      Dolph stepped in and drove a fist into Leopold’s gut, bending him at the waist.  Whatever forms of vengeance this man craved were now being unleashed on Leopold’s body, and the abuse was like nothing he had ever experienced before.

      He fell forward, then toppled over.  The big man stood him up.

      “If you sit down, he will break your legs,” Ansel said.  “If you stand up, it will be better for Dolph, and better for you.”

      He tried to stand as his ribs were blasted over and over again.  The gut punches were bad, but then Dolph cracked him in the cheek so hard, he passed out on his feet.  When he woke up, he was being stood up once more.  And when he had his legs under him, he was promptly kneed in the balls, which put him right back down on the ground.

      For all of their similarities, the differences between Leopold and Dolph were vast and unnerving.  Dolph would see what he was doing as something close to justice, while Leopold would understand that being beaten to death would offer him nothing in the way of peace.

      The next shot went straight to his mouth, breaking a tooth.  Wobbling, his vision blurring, he started to smile, which only added fuel to Dolph’s rage.  He didn’t mean to, but something in his brain had loosened, too.  He wanted to laugh, to scream, to cry.  But when the man came in on him, Leopold spat the broken part of the tooth in the man’s face.  The shard struck the man’s eyeball, stinging him, stopping him, and backing him away.  He brought his hand to his eye, then looked at Leopold almost as if he was offended.

      “Got you, fat boy,” Leopold muttered.

      Dolph glanced up in time to catch a glob of bloody spit right in his face.  The fun didn't last because, after that, the big man put a beating on Leopold’s face and ribs so bad, all he wanted was to curl into a fetal ball and pass out on the bare concrete floor.  He somehow managed to stand through the beating, but it was only by the grace of God.

      Dolph finally left the basement.  He was tired, his knuckles were cut open, and it seemed as though he’d had enough.

      The others left as well, leaving Leopold to himself.  He waited until they were gone, then he collapsed in a heap on the ground.  Blood drained from open cuts on his face, he’d lost another tooth, and he was sure the bruising on his ribs would keep him from getting any sleep at all.  He closed his eyes, his mouth fell open, and then a long line of blood drool slid from his lips to the floor.  Sometime later, when the pain just wouldn’t let up, Leopold started to cry.
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      Atlas slept on the hard, familiar floor, writhing against the pain of being shot, beaten, and zapped.  The cold concrete floor pressed into his bones, put pressure on his joints, and filled his body with a dull ache that would soon become “normal” for him.

      He barely had a good night’s sleep in a halfway-decent bed before his ass was thrown back in the hole.  All he had done was try to protect his cellmate and his friend.

      Well, that and he killed a guy.

      Pulling himself into a fetal ball, he tried to ignore his chattering teeth and the shivering he felt in his bones.  Why was it so damn cold?

      Ever since he learned of Jade’s infidelity with Rocco, that thing that broke inside of him was never allowed to heal.  He wondered if this was how he lost his mind, but maybe he didn’t lose his mind at all.  Maybe this was him getting in touch with his more primal self.

      Had losing everything become a nature-overcoming-nurture type of event?

      It was possible.

      Before prison, he felt himself getting soft.  He had found ways to restrain his anger back then, but he had also pissed his life away doing one useless thing after another.

      And then along came those three boys and all of those dead kids.

      Thou shalt not murder.  That was one of the Ten Commandments or the Decalogue.  If only it read, thou shalt not murder too much.  Or, thou shalt not murder unless necessary.  Or even, thou shalt not murder unless doing so makes the world a better place.

      The truth was that he was lost; lost in the killing and lost in the fog of this entire life.  In all of the back and forth between jail and working for Leopold, he felt the mind-numbing push and pull between existences taking a toll on his mind.

      When he was first taken to Russia and Ukraine, there was a massive push to find Alabama.  But then the mission was over, and there was nothing but a loss of resources and a pause in the activity.  Was anyone trying to find his daughter?  No, he guessed, not now.  Not with him in prison, waiting.

      During these times of inactivity, his thoughts began to unravel and his brain turned to chaos.  Out in the world, on the hunt, he was alive, focused, and moving!  But in this freaking hellhole, he was homicidal and mean, or he was a zombie stuffed into a dark corner of the world, all but forgotten.

      He stood and paced the cell.  All of this helplessness was now turning to rage.  How was he going to channel that?  He’d blown off energy working out, but even that was beginning to feel like a wasted pursuit.  At first, he was scared and trapped.  And he was terrified of being killed or raped in prison.  To protect himself, he needed to better himself for the fight.  But there was no fight, not when you were getting beaten down, deprived of the necessities of life, and left to rot in a dark hole with nothing but a sock and a bucket of shit for company.

      So, he started killing these scumbags, and it felt good to give his rage an outlet.  One man, ten men, twenty or even thirty men.  After a few murders, his rage was sated.  But then he was struck with the realization that he was a murderer, a cold-blooded, sometimes calculating killer.  This bothered him at first, but then he knew he could live with these things because he did them to bad people.  What he had done was slowly changing him, though.  He was a loose cannon, sometimes lost in his mania, but always looking for some asshole to use as a punching bag on which he could unload his frustrations.  That was why he was in prison in the first place.  The truth was that he was a danger to society, even if the warden’s version of civil society was comprised of criminals and deviants.

      Warden Richardson was right to have put him there.  He deserved it.  And yet, that did nothing to still his restless mind.

      As the chill of the concrete room penetrated his bones, he thought of the chow hall, the beating he took by the other inmates, the beanbag rounds that had hammered his body.  Dear God, his body hurt!

      Laying his head down on the floor with a sock under his head—the only thing the guards let him have, which they found humorous—he wondered when Leopold would come for him next.  And then he wondered how he would feel if and when they found Alabama.

      He started to drift off, but then a single thought startled him awake.  He sat up, pressed his back against the wall, and tried to contemplate the complexity of the question.

      What happened if Leopold couldn’t turn the warden?

      He tried not to be negative, to think only positive thoughts, but what if she was not the kind of woman you could turn easily?  What would become of Atlas?  Would Leopold abandon the hunt for Alabama, just give up the search?

      He felt that big ballooning panic taking hold once more.  He tried to steady himself with measured breaths, but the question persisted.  And then he wondered if Leopold even cared about Atlas or Alabama beyond his self-interest.

      In solitary confinement, sometimes there were answers to be found, but other times, there was nothing but the mental and emotional churn.

      When he finally drifted off to sleep, he did so thinking of Alabama.  Sleep, however, was an endless string of upsetting dreams, each awful and unending, all seamlessly blending to create one torturous assault after another.

      In these dreams, Callie was being tortured by a beast of a man with a chain saw and leather underwear.  This was the same monster he had seen in Russell Lumley’s snuff video.  He had been wearing an executioner’s mask, a leather vest, studded leather underwear.  In the video, Callie was naked, beaten, and sobbing, but in Atlas’ dreams, she wouldn’t stop dying.  Then Callie became Alabama.  Pregnant Alabama.  And in this part of his dreams, he could not save her.  And she could not hear him.

      He screamed and thrashed around in fits and starts, knocking his fist on the cold wall, then a shoulder, and finally a knee, which woke him.

      The release of the dreams was subtle, for the darkness in his cell was always there to greet him.  It offered him a nearly seamless transition out of sleep.

      Half of the time, he woke up from his dreams sobbing, his eyes wet, and his heart trembling.  The defenselessness he felt in his nightmares seemed to mirror the vulnerability he felt every time he stepped back into this place.  It was the same weakness he felt when being walked from the parking lot back into hell itself.  Out there, in the real world, he was someone.  He had value.  But in prison, he was just a thing in a cage, put there only to wither away and die.

      Standing up for no other reason than the floor was constantly causing him pain, he started to scream, first in pain and then with rage.  He screamed because his daughter was gone and being tortured in ways he now understood, not just ways he had feared.

      She was pregnant by that monster, that scumbag.  Keegan White.  Atlas had split the man’s head open like a cantaloupe, but he was still alive in the child growing in Alabama’s belly.  Was it worse not knowing or worse now that he knew?  Information could set the mind at ease, but sometimes it could also send it back into flight.

      Visions of her popped into his mind automatically.  She had been alive, hurt, and scared, and she was forced to live in a dirty hole in the earth, or a filthy room or a hiding spot cut into a basement wall and covered by an old cabinet.

      He screamed again, slapped the flat of his hand on the wall until it was numb because all he could think of was that his little girl had been raped and abused and then impregnated.  That was real.  All of that happened.  He exhausted himself and then he sat down sobbing.  Pulling his knees to his chest, he wrapped his arms around his shins and let the pain roar out of him.

      Tell yourself a better story.

      She was alive.  This was better than dead.  But how had those years been to her?  Did she want to be free, or was she hoping death would save her, spare her more indignities, and stop the suffering?

      Dear God, the suffering.  That was where he got stuck.

      As a father, you first look to take care of your family, then you fall so helplessly in love with them that you know, you just know, that you have to protect them.  A father’s devotion to his daughter, his only daughter, was a force of nature.  This same force beat Atlas against the shores of life, ruining him, hardening him, driving him right out of his life.

      He stood again, paced the cell, held himself, and shivered.  Then he stopped and tried to stand there, completely still.  It didn’t work.  He needed to move.  Grunting, shaking his arms, pacing, he realized that after Alabama, there was nothing left for him.  But if she was always alive, always out there, unable to be saved, then he would never rest, and he would never know peace.

      That was the thought that dug such deep holes inside of his brain.  He had to get out of there.  He needed to get the hell out of NorCal, out of the United States, out of this maze he couldn’t beat.  And he needed Leopold for that.

      For a second, he lost track of himself in relation to his cell.  He didn’t know where he was, but only that he was now feeling manic.  That familiar ball of angry energy was starting to build again.  He took three steps forward and stepped right into the door, knocking his toe on the metal.  The pain was bright and instantaneous.  In response, he started smacking the door with an open palm, grunting out vile, hateful things.  Slapping turned into hitting, and soon hitting turned into punching.

      Was he letting his mind untether from this self-defeating thinking, or was this knot of subjugation becoming cancerous—the thing that would eventually destroy his sanity?  Screaming and cursing at this inanimate object, he wondered if this was a breakdown or a breakthrough.  Did it even matter?  Maybe it did.

      In all of this…falling apart…a single thought crept forward, slowing his pace, forcing him to turn his attention inward: Jade.

      He held a vision of his beautiful wife, how she had once looked deep into his eyes and fallen in love with him.  But Jade was gone; she was with Rocco.  Was she looking at him the same way she used to look at Atlas?  This charge of emotion hit him like millions of volts of electricity.  But then he realized something about Jade: she had suffered, too, and this was how she tried to make it stop.

      Compassion bloomed in his heart, touched his mind, and brought tears to his eyes—wide-open eyes that saw nothing but shadows within shadows.  He loved Jade deeply, and he hated her.  He needed her more than anything, but she was not there for him.  He wanted to tell her these things, explain them to her, but she was done with him.  She did this to Atlas, but in reality, he did this to her and himself.

      When he was done with his temper tantrum, a tantrum that was years overdue, he punched the door one last time, and then, like an old dog, he walked in a small circle and sat down.  When he was comfortably seated, he lay on his side, then curled up into a ball and prayed for Leopold to save him from this hell, or for his heart to simply stop beating.

      From the other side of the bean slot, a guard who had been there the whole time said, “Sounds like someone needs a tampon, Hargrove.”

      His eyes shot open, the comment a jolting reminder that he was not alone, that even in this pit, this hole, he did not exist in the absence of everything.  There were still people nearby, some in the same situation as he, others there to make sure he suffered.

      “I’m not sure which one of you fuck bags said that,” Atlas said, grabbing onto his anger for strength, “but I dare you to bring me a tampon.  See what happens.”

      There was silence after that, so much silence.

      He didn’t want to go back to sleep, but sleep came for him anyway, and then he was back in a host of new nightmares where he was shooting people and getting shot at, having an argument with Leo, making love to Cira, shanking people in prison.

      When he woke next, it was to a sound—a banging sound that ripped him out of the slow churning of his dreams and pushed him back into reality.

      He sat up quickly but not thoroughly.  He had been dreaming of Kiera, how she had kissed him on the lips before boarding the jet and going back home.  He stood up too fast, bent over, then was halfway falling back down while trying to push himself up.

      What was happening to him?

      Those thoughts of Kiera clung to him, insistent, vivid.  Her kiss was sweet and unexpected, and at that moment, it was the purest connection with a human being he had experienced in years.  They were both prisoners, both slaves, both people fashioned into weapons meant to kill.  This was how they understood each other, and why each now had the other’s back.

      A guard walked into the cell, his baton out, and he said, “Warden wants to see you.”

      “What time is it?” he asked, completely unaware of any sense of day or night, which was the worst part of being in the hole.

      “Middle of the night,” he said.  “Get up, man, we’re going.”

      “Yeah, middle of the night.  That’s what it felt like.”

      “Every minute in here should feel like the middle of the night, Hargrove.”

      He saw only shadows of the guard, but he recognized the man by his voice.  He was one of the guards who snuck him in and out of the prison.

      “Am I coming back in here after this?” he asked, referring to solitary confinement.

      “I’d say yes, but there’s a chance it’ll be no,” he said.  It wasn’t normal for the guards to interrupt the prisoner’s time in the hole.

      For a second, he let his hopes soar.  But then hope drifted off and all he could think of was that if he didn’t get out of there, he was going to lose his mind.

      The guard said, “Can I trust you?”

      “Are you the guy who made the tampon comment?” Atlas asked, his voice sounding lost, weary, and defeated.

      He shook his head, then handed him a stack of clean clothes.  “I’m not your enemy, Atlas.”

      “I know you aren’t,” he said of the guard who, to his best recollection, had never given Atlas a reason to hate him.

      “This is in your best interest,” the guard said.  “I will need to use the bag, just in case.”

      “Yeah, alright.”

      Atlas got dressed, let the man cuff him, and then took a deep breath before having a black canvas bag put over his head.  When he was outside the warden’s office, the guard removed the bag.

      When he walked inside, Atlas saw the warden looking like three generations of hell.  But then he saw Cira.  She was standing there, in the flesh, her eyes full of worry, maybe even shock at the sight of him.  He let out a sigh of relief in seeing her.  His heart leaped the moment their eyes met, and he wanted to say a million nice things to her, pull her into a warm hug, press his head into the crook of her neck and smell the scents of her hair, her skin, her perfume.  It hadn’t been that long since they last saw each other, but he realized how much he had missed her.

      She read his reaction, smiling despite her obvious concern with his appearance, and then she said, “Hi, Atlas.”

      “Good evening, Cira,” he replied.

      “Leave us,” Warden Richardson told the guard.

      The man nodded and left the room.  He quietly closed the door, then presumably stood on the other side until he was needed.

      “What do you do, Mr. Hargrove?” Warden Richardson asked.  “When you leave this prison with this woman, as she had told me you have done before, what exactly do you do?”

      He looked at Cira, who gave him a nod of approval.

      “I help find stolen people, mainly children, but sometimes families.”

      “Why you?” the warden asked.

      He turned and looked at Cira long and hard.  She was a vision, her blonde hair fashioned into a ponytail, her face both familiar and beautiful.  Everything about her spoke to him, made him long for a hotel room, room service, a bed to share with her.

      Then he turned back to the warden.

      “My daughter, Alabama, was kidnapped years ago.  If you know anything about me, it’s that this singular incident has defined most of the last decade of my life.  Because of my blinding hatred for people who hurt kids, the people who employ Cira believe I can be an asset, a sort of instrument to remedy the problems created by fights for jurisdiction, corrupt federal judges, crooked politicians, and the inability to get our domestic agencies to share intel with international agencies.  But if you know anything about really anything, then you would know that the powers that be are aware of what is happening with children as it relates to sex trafficking and drugs, and they look the other way.  Or worse.”

      “What’s worse than allowing this to happen?” the warden asked, aghast.

      “Participating in it,” Atlas said.  “And profiting from it.”

      This stilled her.

      “Jesus,” she whispered.

      “You want to know what I do when I leave here?  I kill people who need killing.  I do it extra-judicially, violently, and without hesitation or prejudice.”

      “That’s very noble of you,” the warden said, almost superficially.  “Again, why you?”

      If Atlas knew Cira, she had likely dragged the warden out of her house at gunpoint.  To do that, to get her back to the prison and actively listening, Cira must have leverage—some sort of monumental threat against her, a threat big enough to inspire cooperation.

      Seeing the warden trying to make sense of this all, Atlas almost felt sorry for her.  Then again, he didn’t know the warden’s dark side, if she had one, or what she was going to do to stop this arrangement.

      “Every hour I’m out there hunting those God-awful men and women, my employer has the very best detectives hunting for my daughter,” he continued.  “You asked why I do it.  Why me.  I’ll tell you, Warden.  It’s her.  Alabama.”

      “You don’t even know if she’s alive,” the warden said.

      “Are you familiar with my case?” he asked.

      “I saw your case in court when it was happening.  Your situation was interesting and troubling, but your reactions were also somewhat understandable.  This was why I wanted to speak with you earlier, to see if you still could reason, to walk a straight line, to be a good citizen of this prison.”

      “I am a lost cause on that front, Warden.  I’m sorry to say that, but until Alabama is safe and at home, I am a beaten, rabid dog that only wants to tear out the throats of anyone standing in my way.  If you can look at me that way—the way I am—then you will at least know what you can and can’t do with me.”

      “And this is why you are better off being in solitary confinement.”

      “Better off for who?” he asked.

      “The other inmates, yourself, me,” she said.

      “I won’t disagree.  But there is one thing I will disagree with, and that’s your assessment of my daughter.  She is alive right now.”

      “You have proof of this?”

      “Yes.”

      The warden glanced up at Cira who gave her a confirming nod.

      “I had twins once,” the warden confessed.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “They were killed in a car accident when I was younger.  The accident claimed the life of my first husband, too.  He was a far better man than the one I am married to now.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, genuinely.

      “I lost my entire family that day, and most of my reason for living.”

      “That’s to be expected,” Atlas said.

      Warden Richardson studied him closely.  Was she measuring her words?  Conceding to Cira and Atlas?  Or was she secretly planning to stop this?

      But then she spoke, and her tone carried a bitterness that could only come from a woman scorned.  “You and your employer pushed me into this position by compromising my morals, blackmailing me into surrendering the only thing I had that has ever really mattered to me.  I hope you realize this.”

      “What is it that matters most to you?” Cira asked.

      She glared at Cira.  “My integrity.”

      Cira coughed out a quick, cold laugh.  “You lost that when you fucked Leopold, so don’t sit here on your moral high horse talking about how you lost your soul.  You rocked out three or four rock-solid orgasms screaming his name, or did you forget that?”

      “Well, I’ll be dipped in shit,” Atlas mumbled.

      The woman hung her head in shame.  But she had seen the compassion in his eyes.  The two of them shared a familiar tragedy, the loss of family.  But they had also been beaten down in life to the point that they no longer cared for it.  Had they bonded at that moment?  That was probably a no.  Were they bonding now?  Not a chance.  Still, he felt bad for her.  But then Leopold went and compromised her integrity, which might have been the thing to shove her over the edge.  What would happen to her now?  Who would she become from this?

      When Warden Richardson glanced back up, it was with burning eyes, the kind of eyes that blazed not just with shame but with hatred.  Unfortunately, she did not turn her wicked gaze on Cira; she hit Atlas with those hostile eyes instead.

      “When you get back in here, if this is the way you’re going to be, you have to understand that this is my world and I will not go easy on you.  If you fuck with me in here, you’re going to wish to God you were dead out there.”

      “Most days I do,” he said, unmoved.  Then, looking deep into her eyes, feeling that she was not a hateful person at heart, he felt the compassion rise inside of him again.  “I’m sorry that it came to this, Warden.”

      “So am I,” she said, not sharing his sympathies.  “Now go before I change my mind.”
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Kiera

        

      

    

    
      Savannah, Kiera, and Kramer Godfrey all returned to Blacksburg in rough shape.  Well, not Savannah, despite being shot.  But Kiera and Godfrey were both in need of a shower and medical attention.

      “How is it that you always seem to stay out of harm’s way?” Isabelle asked Savannah.

      The blonde with amethyst eyes said, “I weather the storm better than most, but I am not without my injuries.”

      Kiera looked at her, almost with what Isabelle would describe as admiration.  She wanted to be this girl, to fight like her, to ignore pain like her.  Was that even possible?  Could she ever act as quickly and as decisively as her new mentor?

      There had never been another trainer like Savannah Swann, Kiera thought, which continued to baffle her to this very day.

      Then Savannah turned to her, almost as if she understood Kiera’s feelings, and she said, “You did well out there.  I was, and am, very proud of your many accomplishments.”

      “We lost Hardy and Tyler,” Kiera said.  “How can we call this operation a success when we lost the two team members?”

      “People die,” she said, coldly.  “It’s an inescapable fact of life.”  Savannah turned to Isabelle.  “She needs some medical attention before you send her…elsewhere.”

      “Who says she’s going anywhere else?” Isabelle challenged.

      Savannah started to walk off, but then she turned to Kiera and said, “Get cleaned up, you’re going to love Prague.”

      Prague? Kiera thought.

      Isabelle drew a small breath, a startled breath, almost like Savannah had given away a secret, or rather, known a secret she should not have divulged.

      “Am I going to Prague?” Kiera asked.

      “Are you able to run another operation?” Isabelle asked.

      “Who would I be with?”

      “Leopold.”

      “And Atlas?” Kiera asked.

      “What’s with you and that man?” Isabelle asked, crossing her arms.  “Did something personal happen?”

      “Why would something personal happen with him?”

      “You don’t answer a question with a question,” Isabelle said, her scolding tone reminding Kiera to behave as if her own will did not matter, as if having a will to do anything other than follow orders was not allowed.

      “Nothing personal happened with him,” Kiera answered.

      There were burns on her skin from the blast and several knife wounds that were taped shut but still bleeding.  There was a good chance that she had been shot, too, but she wasn’t sure.  Maybe it was just a piece of shrapnel in her back.  She had watched Savannah get shot and not show pain, so she had done the same.  No, she was doing the same.

      “Before we get you to medical or even a shower, we will need to debrief you,” Isabelle said.  “I have Tylenol in my office.  If you’re in pain, you can take three to hold you over.”

      “Pain is a feeling, just like hurt, fear, or anger.”

      “I know,” Isabelle said.

      They went to Isabelle’s office, Kiera refused the Tylenol, and then she told Isabelle everything she wanted to know about the mission.  She also handed over Hardy’s cellular phone, the one he used to film the second target’s demise.

      As Isabelle watched the video of them dragging the presidential double out of the burning SUV, she did so with curious eyes.  When she watched the man’s head come apart under a shower of bullets, she tried not to wince, but Kiera saw the woman’s micro-reactions.

      “You don’t have the stomach for this,” Kiera said.

      “I can stomach this just fine,” Isabelle replied.

      Kiera was not used to speaking unless spoken to, but after being out with Leopold, Atlas, Yergha, and Esty, she had seen other ways to live.  She recognized their behavior as “unrestricted,” which to her meant freedom.  She wanted freedom.

      “You couldn’t do what we do,” Kiera said to Isabelle, thinking of the years of training, of bleeding, of eating down pain and being told that pain was normal, that pain was growth, and that pain was a factor of life.

      “No, I could not,” Isabelle said.

      “I could kill you right now,” Kiera said just as the door opened.

      Savannah walked in, looked at Kiera, then turned her eyes to Isabelle.  Kiera lifted her chin, straightened her back, and folded her hands.

      “I’m taking her now,” Savannah said to Isabelle.

      “We were done here anyway,” Isabelle said.

      “Let’s go, Kiera.”

      She got up and walked in silence to the showers.

      Savannah said, “Clean yourself up.”

      The girl stripped, neatly folding her clothes, and then she walked into the shower, stopping when Savannah said, “Stop.”

      Savannah came and pulled something out of Kiera’s back.  Savannah showed her a small shard of metal.

      “You are not me,” she told Kiera.  “When you feel pain, find the source and deal with it.  Something like this could end your career or your life.  Pay attention to the pain.”

      “Find the source,” Kiera said.

      “We’ll stitch you up after your shower.”

      Kiera took a long, hot shower.  Under the sting of water, she felt a stabbing pain where the piece of shrapnel had dug into her back.  She was not sure how the metal came to be in her back, but then again, the attack on the SUV both shortened and lengthened time, just not enough for her to remember when, exactly, she had been hit.

      Below her, near a drain, she saw red water and knew she had been bleeding.

      “What went wrong out there?” Savannah asked.

      “The mission was compromised from the beginning,” Kiera said.

      “Yes, but by whom?” Savannah asked.

      “Our employer’s client.”

      “And why?”

      “I believe they did this to start a war,” Kiera said.  “War is a privilege of the rich, a way to transfer the people’s money into the hands of the ruling elite.”

      “And how do they do that?” Savannah pressed.

      “Foreign Aid in military operations.”

      “That’s one way.”

      Kiera looked over at Savannah, found the girl smiling, and it was the most gorgeous smile Kiera had ever seen.

      “How are you so beautiful?” Kiera asked.  It was something she had wanted to ask ever since she met the girl.

      “I had a good doctor,” Savannah said.

      “Dr. Holland?”

      Savannah nodded, then asked, “How are you feeling right now?”

      Kiera didn’t know how to answer the question.   Her feelings and emotions were immaterial when weighed against a larger agenda, so she merely shrugged her shoulders and said nothing.

      “Oh, that’s right, you’re not allowed to feel anything.”

      Kiera shut off the showerhead, then walked past Savannah, grabbed a towel, and dried herself.

      “Do you feel anything?” Kiera asked.

      Savannah smiled again, and it was so lovely Kiera tried to lock the memory of it in her mind.  She told herself that when she was alone, she would practice smiling the way Savannah smiled.

      “I feel things,” Savannah said.  “Animosity, mostly.  And rage.  World-ending hostility, if you want to know the truth.  It’s a symptom of knowing too much, I suppose.”

      “What do you do with it?” Kiera said as she wrapped the towel around her waist.  “All that…anger.”

      “I store it at the end of my fist, at the end of my foot, and on the points of my elbows and the battering-ram ends of my knees.”

      Kiera used her hands to whip some of the water from her scalp, which was just starting to darken with hair.  Her hair was not even a quarter of an inch in length, for it had only been two weeks, but she was happy that Isabelle let her grow it out.  It made her feel more human.

      “You put your rage into your strikes,” Kiera said.  “What then?”

      “I make sure every shot is a kill shot.”

      “Because you want it?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Because you need it,” Kiera said.

      “Yes.”

      Kiera didn’t say anything else.

      Then Savannah said, “Leopold is in trouble.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just do.”

      “Did you talk to Isabelle?”  Savannah shook her head.  “What about Atlas, is he okay?”

      “Atlas is like me, but not nearly as good.”

      “He has a lot of anger,” Kiera said.

      “Yes, but you do, too.  You just don’t know it yet.”

      “I will find it and put it in my fist, my foot, my elbows, and my knees.”

      Savannah turned and faced Kiera, and there was something about those amethyst eyes that was captivating, alluring, and deeply hypnotic.

      “There will come a time when you understand something very important,” she said.  “Under the right circumstances, with Leopold—not Isabelle—you will see this.  When you kill, when you end a life, there will be a reason behind it that you understand.  Killing for the right reason is thrilling and meaningful, and it has the power to still your mind.  When operating in this capacity, you will be free to discover all of the gems hidden inside of you.  Killing on a contract is emptiness; it’s your duty to your handler.  But these people, like the people who let us be ambushed, do not have your best interest in mind.  That is why, with Leopold, it is okay to feel things, and to unleash your anger on the targets your team selects.”

      The times Kiera had killed with Atlas and Leopold were more meaningful because she understood why they were there.  With Isabelle, Kiera was told where to go, who to kill, and how quickly to return home.

      Thinking of Leopold and the team caused unnatural warmth to spread throughout her body.  That feeling penetrated her heart.  This was that same sensation she felt right before she had kissed Atlas goodbye.  That feeling made her want to smile, but she did not smile because smiling was not allowed.

      “I don’t feel anything,” Kiera said.

      Savannah took a half step closer, enough that Kiera could smell the soft mint on her breath.  Being this close to the woman training her for the last several months was both unsettling and exciting.  Did she have to fight her like this?  Would Savannah hit her?

      Then her trainer said, “Bullshit, Kiera.”

      She put her hand on Kiera’s chest, to the space in between her breasts, and she said, “This heart can feel more than most.  And when it’s time, you won’t need anyone’s permission.  You were trained to kill, but you are still human.”

      This thought didn’t resonate with her.  None of this did, but Savannah was different.  Not like them.  She wasn’t like any of them.

      “Someone will be coming to pick you up in the next few hours.  You will show no fatigue, no weakness, and no hesitation.  When you act, move like water and strike with brutal force.  The people you will be hunting are not just bad, they are the worst people you will ever meet.”

      “Did you talk to Cira?” Kiera asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “Did you talk to Isabelle?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      “I know because I do,” Savannah said.  “Now, let’s get you to medical so we can stitch your back and tend to those knife wounds.  There’s no sense in them becoming infected.”
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Jirina Issová

        

      

    

    
      Prague was not immune from having secrets.  Some of the darker secrets went away, others refused to die, and then there were those pesky little secrets that kept finding the light of day.  Those types of secrets had the power to stain a city.  Suicide Bridge was one of those secrets.

      When the Nusle Bridge was built in 1973, it was named after the first Czechoslovakian Communist President, Klement Gottwald.  But after dozens of people began jumping to their deaths, and after the bridge’s reputation began to wane, the powers that be finally settled on a new name, Nusle Bridge.  With the name of the road being Nuselinský Most, it just made sense.  But by then, the locals had another name for it: Suicide Bridge.

      The utilitarian concrete structure stood more than 120 feet tall and was responsible for nearly 400 suicides since its construction.  Most bodies hit the asphalt streets in the neighborhoods below; some landed on parked cars or sidewalks in front of local businesses.  The mixed settlement below was once called The Valley of Tears due to the depressing living conditions in the bridge's shadow.  Having bodies rain down from above did nothing to lift their spirits, which was why some of those old feelings remained.

      As much as people tried to put these facts out of their minds, it was not uncommon to hear people hit the pavement or find their mangled bodies after a midnight jump.  One local businessman to witness his unfair share of death was Victor Maticka.  He owned a newspaper and tobacco shop below the mid-point of the bridge.  In interviews, Maticka claimed more than a few bodies hit the sidewalk and that some of them had even landed on parked cars near his shop.  Since the early 1970s, when the bridge was first tested and then opened, at least twenty people died each year from jumping.  In an attempt to stop this sad tradition, the city built suicide fencing along the bridge.  This slowed some of the jumpers, but it did not stop all of them.  To the determined soul, such obstruction was nothing more than a nuisance to their final plight.

      The night before “the incident,” the police would field a late-night call, one they would consider a prank.  The caller would be a young girl, hysterical but sounding slightly tipsy.  She would tell the police that men in a lifted pickup truck with oversize tires were stopped in the middle of Suicide Bridge.  The police would ask if the girl was drinking, to which she would reply, “They are swinging a naked girl by the legs and arms, and…oh my God! ...they just launched her over the suicide fence!”  The call would be cut short just then, but the policeman who took the call would understand.  He was accustomed to people phoning in false reports of jumpers on Suicide Bridge, so he would wonder if this was another such call.  He would dial the girl’s phone number to check on her, but she wouldn’t answer.  He would leave a message, but it would do no good.  Still, he would perform his due diligence and send a unit to the supposed dumpsite.  But things were busy that night, and so before the intended patrol unit could respond, a car accident nearby would claim two lives, one of them a girl who just turned six.  Amid such tragedy, the search for the alleged victim would quickly be forgotten.  But what the police would learn the following morning was that a body had been found.  She appeared to have been launched over the anti-suicide fence where it had taken her no more than 4 seconds to fall 120 feet to her death.

      After a young boy called the police to report the death, authorities rushed to the scene.  The jumper was found mangled beyond repair.  Early estimates put the female in her late teens to mid-twenties, but the authorities wanted to take fingerprints and scan her dental work to be sure.  She had landed on the side of a truck and wasn’t even in one piece.  The impact broke her body in half, ripping open the skin and spilling the internal contents all over the asphalt.  When the young boy was asked to hold, he told the police to hurry, that someone’s dog was eating the inside of her stomach.

      Crime scene techs studied the body, looking for signs of a struggle.  But the post-mortem damage was so upsetting and so difficult to process that many of the techs turned away and prayed to keep their stomachs down and their dignity intact.  One tech puked 15 feet from the perimeter of the potential scene.  None of the other personnel laughed or made fun of the woman as was customary among senior ranks.

      The dead girl, Cenda Liska, matched enough of the photo that her father, Karel Liska, had left for the police that they phoned him with the news.  In keeping with the city’s efforts to maintain its status as one of the safest, cleanest cities in Europe, the late-night phone call was not linked to Cenda’s passing, and the death was listed as a suicide.

      The city’s justification for massaging the facts was critical.  Since transitioning out of communism and into capitalism, the idea that girls were being thrown from the city’s most notorious bridge was a poisonous idea that could not be allowed to take root.  It was better for the city, the residents, and the father of the girl that her death was classified as a suicide rather than seen for what it was: someone covering up a murder.
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        * * *

      

      When Jirina spoke with Karel about the way the police informed him of his daughter’s death, the sobbing man said they told him that Cenda had committed suicide.

      “Do you believe him?” she asked, her heart caught in a storm of angry palpitations.  She was on the verge of a breakdown, and it was all she could do to breathe, let alone hide her tears from Karel.

      “I don’t believe that for a moment!” Karel said, less suspicious than he was angry.

      “I will go with you to the police station and identify the body if you would like,” Jirina said.

      “I would like that very much,” he said, weeping.

      She wanted to offer moral support, but she also needed to know if there were any updates on Pavlina’s whereabouts.

      Knowing what become of Cenda, Jirina suspected the worst for her child.  She decided that, once she was finished with Karel and the police station, she would devote her every-waking minute to finding Pavlina.

      There was no way she could get that kind of a call.

      No way at all.
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Atlas walked out of NorCal State Prison through the guard’s version of “the back door,” where he was delivered directly to Cira’s car.  Once he was in the car, he put on a hat and a baggy sweatshirt, and then he sat back as they were given clearance by the guard to pass through the front gates.  This was an off-the-books process that the guards would help the warden get right.

      When they were clear of the prison and heading to the airport, Atlas looked at Cira and said, “I think I’m losing my mind in there.”

      “You look like dog shit that’s been run over twice.”

      “How I look is how I feel,” he said.

      She reached over and lovingly cupped his cheek.  “I love picking you up from this place, but seeing you in this condition cuts deep.”

      When they reached the airport, after they boarded the jet, Cira handed Atlas a bag of fresh clothes and shoes, and then she told him to change.

      “You can shower when we land,” she said.  “And we should get some proper food in you.  I’m afraid you’ll be staying at a rather unsightly home.”

      “Where will you be?” he asked.

      “At the Four Seasons in a room next to Leopold.  We can clean you up there, but you’ll have to join the others at the house.”

      “I feel like a gardener at some big ass mansion who sneaks into the house to have sex with the hot daughter.”

      “It’s kind of like that,” Cira said with a grin.  “Unless you want to be the pizza delivery guy, and I can bring you in through the front door of my place.”

      “Front door, back door,” Atlas said, “in prison, it all looks the same.”

      She laughed, and her laugh was intoxicating.  It might even be enough to push back the mania in his head.  But could he allow himself to feel a sense of normalcy?  Maybe he could, but maybe not.  His life was not normal and it would never be normal again.

      “We can finish this fun conversation later, but for now, you need to change.  You will have to be presentable when we land.”

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Prague,” she said.

      He sat back and smiled.  “I went to Prague for the first time with Jade.  It is still the most romantic city I’ve ever been to.”

      “Well, I hope to add to those fond memories, but there’s a good chance we’re going to destroy those memories as well.”

      “Callie,” he whispered.  She nodded, and then she gestured at the bag of clothes.  He took them and thanked her.

      “I bought you a shirt and a pair of pants as well as a belt, fresh underwear, and new socks.  I didn’t know what condition you’d be in, but I never thought you would get this skinny.”

      “I’m alright,” he said.  “Thank you for the clothes.”

      He stood and took off his prison blues, leaving his socks and underwear on since the guard gave him those before escorting him to the warden’s office.  No sense in ruining a second clean pair.  When he was done dressing, he presented himself to Cira.

      “You look like a hot bum who just came into money but forgot to shower, shave, and comb your hair.”

      “I didn’t forget,” he said, tired and hurting.  “I’m going for the sexy slummy look.”

      “Mission accomplished,” she replied.

      She leaned in and kissed him on the lips, long and passionate.  Even though he would like to have brushed his teeth and gargled with some mouthwash, he didn’t mind if she didn’t mind.

      “God, I’ve wanted to do that since I left you in that hellhole a month ago.”

      “I’ve been missing you for that long, too,” he said.

      If Cira was surprised by the fist-sized bruises all over his body, she wasn’t showing it.  He saw her looking at them once or twice while he changed, and he could tell the sight of them bothered her.

      “I should have purchased a size smaller,” she said, eyeing his diminishing frame.

      “A month in the hole did me no good, and it doesn’t help that a bunch of assholes in gen pop are out to get me, which is why I look like a polka-dotted, white-bellied fish.”

      “You’re a former cop,” Cira said as if that explained everything

      “This is true,” he said.

      “You’re always going to be a target.”

      “Well, I’m supposed to be in my prime, so maybe I can kill enough of these scumbags to build my legend,” he said with moxie.  “Maybe then these freaking clowns will leave me alone.”

      “If I didn’t know you better, I’d say you sound like a narcissist, but I know you’re nothing of the sort.  Right now, I wish I didn’t know this about you.”

      He sat beside her, held her hand.  “Oh, and why is that?”

      “I guess it would feel better thinking you were a felon who was full of yourself rather than a dead man staving off the inevitable.”

      “What do you mean, inevitable?” he asked.

      “You won’t age-out in there,” she said.  “You already know this.  I can see it in your face.  You just want to find Alabama, and then it’s all over for you.  You will probably get yourself killed in there.”

      He didn’t know what to say.  Cira was right.

      He looked away, let go of her hand, and then he said, “The beer is supposed to be cheaper than water in Prague.  Do you know if that’s still true?”

      “You’re very stubborn, too,” she said.  “You know that, right?”

      He may have a death wish, but he feared that he was just another broken man too stubborn and too pissed off to die.

      “My dad was stubborn as hell,” he said.  “My grandpa, too.”

      “I wanted to have sex with you on the way to Prague, but I think you need sleep more than anything.”

      “So, I guess we’re done talking about this?”

      “Yeah,” she said.  “You need rest.”

      “If I lay down on the couch, will you sit with me?  I’ve been sleeping on concrete for a month or more, so that couch looks like heaven to me.  Plus, you’re the best company ever.”

      She laughed and said, “Are you being sarcastic?”

      “No, I’m just happy to see you.”

      They moved to the couch where Atlas had logged more than a few hours of sleep on the way to Russia, then Ukraine, and then back to America around six months ago.  He lay down, sighed audibly, and stretched out.

      Turning to the blonde bombshell, loving everything about her being with him, he said, “You are a vision, Cira.  And you smell incredible.  I’m going to dream about you if that’s okay.”

      She smiled, her heart visibly melting, and then she said, “What did I do so wrong in my life that I should lust after a man I can only have in small doses?”

      “Am I supposed to answer that question or take it as a compliment?  Because I’m pretty tired right now, and my brain still isn’t working right.”

      “I guess it was a question for God,” she said, kneeling beside him, smoothing his hair and rubbing his lightly stubbled face.  “But then I remember everything I did wrong to lead me to Leopold, and I realize I’m getting what I deserve, both the good and bad of it.”

      “You deserve only good things,” Atlas said, falling quickly into a light, restful sleep.
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Cira Kingsley

        

      

    

    
      Cira sat with Atlas while he slept.  She listened to him breathe and watched him rest.  A few minutes into his slumber, he began to fidget and draw sharp breaths, and then he let out a low moan, and his body jerked.  She watched a light sweat break out on his forehead.  Slowly, she shook her head.  This poor man.  She could not help wondering what startled or scared someone like him—the Great and Tireless Atlas Hargrove, the unstoppable, unkillable beast from California.

      She was starting to see his soft side, which only pissed her off more if she thought about it.  She never meant to fall for him as she had; they were merely meant to give each other sexual relief.  And then she came to see the human being in him, the father in him, and the man in him.  He was not what the media made him out to be: this heartless murderer.  He was a man whose daughter was stolen from him, whose wife left him, who lost his way in life.  Now, the only thing Atlas seemed to live for was Alabama.

      Looking at him filled her with sadness.  Yet, she also respected him immensely.  He was so driven by the need to find his daughter that he put himself through unbelievable amounts of hell in the search.  And now she had been found.  Alabama.  Scotty and Jackson could take control of her any day now.  This would have been fantastic news if only she could tell him, which she couldn’t.  So, how was she supposed to keep this secret?  And how could she claim to care about him while betraying him so grievously?  Alabama was safe.  She wanted to tell him this, to scream it at him and watch his face melt into tears.  She could fix him, heal him, change him, but instead, she sat there and said nothing.

      Finally, she stood and stretched her legs and back, and then she sat down in a nearby chair.  She was disgusted with herself, ashamed of what she was becoming.  But she was also determined to separate her work from her personal feelings for Atlas.  This was life and it was no easy task.  And now that she was operating in Leopold’s stead, the weight of planning the mission, running the op, and managing the team was starting to weigh on her.

      She glanced at Atlas as he slept.  Could she hide this news from him?  Could she continue to let him think that Alabama was still out there, squirreled away with some freaking psychotic woman who wanted to steal her baby?

      No, she could not.

      But that was the job now.  Cira had to manage Atlas, just as she was managing the others, and to do that, she needed him at his best.  That meant she could not and would not tell him about Alabama.  Not until they had satisfied Sydney Fox’s contract.

      That should have been the end of it, so how come she couldn’t stop thinking of Atlas and Alabama?  Because she cared about them, that’s why.  She let out a long, pained sigh.  Alabama was Atlas’ inexhaustible well of energy, the force behind him, his reason for doing everything.  Who would he become when he found her?  Would he abandon the mission or lose focus and botch things?  She was starting to understand Leopold’s conflicting feelings.  When Atlas got his daughter back, the team would lose him forever.  He would have no reason to work for Leopold.

      “Does Scotty know to resume his search for Alabama?” Atlas asked, startling her.

      She jumped when he spoke, but mostly because his eyes were still shut and he hadn’t moved a muscle.

      “I spoke with him earlier,” she said, sitting up.  “He has already started looking.”

      “Why has no one reached Leopold?” he asked, only his mouth moving.

      “He’s part of the forward team,” Cira said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s not the answer you wanted.”

      “True,” he replied.

      Inside of a minute, his breathing deepened once more, changing in rhythm, and then he began to snore.  Cira found herself thinking about the bruises on his body.  Had he been shot with rubber bullets?  Was he hit with the cattle prod?  What did they even use in the joint these days?  With no answers to settle her mind, she tried putting the questions out of her head.  But then she started thinking about Leopold.

      She looked out of the jet’s windows, the sky still dark but fast approaching sunset.  Leopold was an entirely different matter.  Her worry for him was unyielding and constant.  She could take matters with Atlas in stride because he was beside her, but she hadn’t heard from Leopold for too long now.  She poured herself a flute of champagne, sipped it, then let the bubbly do its work.

      “I’m running the show,” she whispered to herself.  “Time to man up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Atlas woke up as they descended.  He hadn’t asked about the details of the job, but he knew Callie’s body had been found in Prague last month.  He had to know this was some sort of retribution, maybe even at Sydney’s request.

      “Do you know why we’re going to Prague?” she finally asked.

      “My guess is that Sydney Fox can’t come to terms with Callie’s ending,” he said, yawning.  “I think she’s out for blood, but maybe it’s something more.  After watching her mutilate Santiago, I’d say she wants these monsters’ souls ripped from their bodies.”

      “Good instincts,” she replied.

      “I had hoped for as much,” he said.  “That case still bothers me.”

      “It bothers all of us,” she replied.  “How do you feel?”

      “I feel like I’m ready to wage war.”  He rolled his neck, popped his knuckles, and then he broke into a slightly sadistic smile.  “Yeah, war is good.”

      There was something in his eyes that wasn’t there before.  Where before he seemed docile, beaten down, now he looked like a loaded weapon in need of a target.

      “You look psychotic,” she said.

      He held her gaze, this force about him both dark and unsettling.  This must be the beast inside of him, the one only Leopold could unleash.  He looked hungry, and why shouldn’t he be?  There were no cops to stop him, no cells to hold him, and no solitary confinement to twist his mind.  This was an animal that was not only permitted to destroy things and people; this was a wild animal that needed it.

      “Sydney Fox hasn’t been the only one dreaming of retribution,” he said.

      “Yeah, well, I hope I never end up on the receiving end of whatever this is,” she said, making a circle of his crazy-looking face with her forefinger.

      “What about Alabama?” he asked, switching gears.

      “Scotty is chasing down a promising lead.”

      “If she’s not found by the time I’m done, I’m going to stretch things out here.  Do you hear me?  Alabama is getting found this time.”

      “I heard you.”

      “I just want you to know first.”

      “You can take that up with Leopold when we find him.”

      “Where the hell is he?”

      “At the Four Seasons in Prague,” she said as they touched down.  “We’re going to meet him there.”

      Atlas looked like he was trying to rein in his rage, but he was different now—a super-charged nightmare.

      “I just want to get started,” he said as if he was reading her thoughts.

      “I know,” she said.

      Getting him primed for violence was not going to be a problem, but keeping him on a tight leash when he was in kill mode?  She wasn’t sure if she could handle that.

      That was when he looked out the window and said, “Wait a minute, this isn’t Prague.”

      “No,” she said.  “It’s not.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          

      

    

    






Scotty Chase

        

      

    

    
      The house was abandoned, an old FOR SALE sign toppled in the front yard, which was just overgrown weeds, other people’s trash, and a dead cat.  There was a large tree out front, one that had been growing out of control for years, maybe even decades.  Half the branches now lay on half the roof.  The woman who lived there was too old and too poor to do anything about it, but it didn’t matter because she died last year.  To the residents, the property was an eyesore, the shame of the block.  To Scotty and Jackson, it was the perfect place to watch Apple White.  From where he was hunkered down on the rooftop, Scotty Chase caught a glimpse of Alabama Hargrove.

      “Got her,” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “You want to take a look?”

      Jackson waved a dismissive hand, his eyes closed.  He was waking from taking his turn at sleeping.  “Why don’t you do a perimeter check then get some shuteye.

      “Yeah, alright,” Scotty said.

      He glassed the property using Jackson’s Bresser Condor binoculars.  He assessed the yard, studied the fencing, mentally mapped the property, and scrutinized the home’s position to the surrounding homes.

      “This is the perfect place to house a kidnapped child.”

      “You already said that,” Jackson said.

      Stakeouts were the worst.  “I know I said that, and I’ll say it again.”

      “Less to worry about when we take this place down,” Jackson said, sitting up.  “I just want to grab her and go.”

      “Save that shit for your brainpan,” Scotty said.  “You know the drill.”

      Jackson reached for the binoculars.  “Let me see what I see,” he said.

      Scotty handed them over.  The former military man took the binos and scanned the property again, but then he turned a different direction and put eyes on the rest of the neighborhood.  When he was done with a sweep, he glassed the house, namely the windows.

      “Apple’s running a bath, it looks like,” Jackson said.  He stood up quickly, needing the extra height for line of sight, and then he sat back down.  “Alabama is there with her.  I saw the top of her head.”

      “It’s safe to go in now,” Scotty said.

      “It’s about damn time.”

      They did a quick comms check, then Scotty slid off the roof and dropped to the ground.  He jumped the wooden fence, then broke out the lock-pick set and went to work on the back door.  A few minutes later, the tumblers fell into place and he opened the back door.

      Quietly, he slipped inside the house, pistol drawn, ready for anything.  The smell was that of an old house, circa 1940.  The ceilings were low, the blinds were closed, and the air was extra stale, almost sour.  It was as if everything happening in the house had only happened upstairs.

      A more detailed look around revealed old carpet, worn furniture, cheap wood paneling, and the kind of walls that looked like they had been painted a few dozen times in the last 60 years.  The faint smell of cooked meat lingered from maybe last night or the night before, or perhaps that was just the smell of food caught in the walls, those droplets of grease that had long ago become part of the house.

      He moved through the dark living room, then crept up the carpeted steps, avoiding most of the tamped-down sections of carpet so as not to give away his position.

      Upstairs, he heard running water and a woman talking.  The top of the stairs was lit from above, two ceiling lights in a long hallway with rooms on either side.  There was no cover, so the best he could do was pray that Jackson gave him enough warning.

      “I’m upstairs,” he said into his comms mic.

      “Targets haven’t moved; you’re clear to proceed,” Jackson said.

      He moved into the hallway, zeroed in on the voices coming from the main bathroom.  He recognized Apple’s voice right away.  The two of them had spoken at her house in Queens just last month.  Back then, Scotty had no idea that Alabama was hidden in the basement.  A large antique cabinet had concealed a cutout in the wall.  They didn’t know it at the time, but Alabama had been stuffed inside the wall.  After Apple sent Scotty and Jackson on a wild goose chase to New Jersey, she took Alabama and made a run for it.  In the last month, Scotty and Jackson had tracked her to this shitty little Connecticut town, and this even shittier house.

      The sounds of Apple speaking struck a nerve in him.  Hatred rolled through him like a thunderhead.  If he wanted, he could walk into the bathroom, put two bullets in her skull, and take Alabama and be done with it.

      But those weren’t his orders.  This was a confirmation and wellness check.  It was also a way to get sound and video inside until they had permission for the rescue/takedown.  This was how it had gone with Keegan White, so he assumed this would be how it went with Apple.

      He snuck a peek into the bathroom and saw Alabama’s head in the tub and the back of Apple on her knees in front of the tub.

      As much as he’d love to watch Jackson kill this bitch, part of this job was to service Atlas Hargrove’s needs.  This was not just a rescue mission; this was a mission of vengeance.  Atlas was going to get his kid back.  But he also wanted to make sure no one involved ever saw a cop, a jail cell, or a court of law.  Justice for Alabama and Atlas was Keegan White getting his head split open with an ax.  What would he do to Apple?

      In his ear, he heard Jackson speak.  “Imagine me firing one shot, Scotty.  From here, it would be too easy.  Pick an eye, left or right.  I can hit the iris.”

      “Negative,” Scotty said, even though he was thinking the same thing.

      “We could end it right now; it would be that easy.  We’d finally get off this damn roof, and we could sleep in a warm bed again.  Plus…payday.”

      Both men knew that whatever happened to Apple was not their decision.  Apple’s fate rested in Atlas’ hands and Atlas’ hands only.

      “Stay off comms,” Scotty whispered.

      He was about to set up eyes and ears when he heard the words coming out of Apple’s stupid mouth.  She was saying she was going to try to deliver Alabama’s baby.  Did he hear that right?  He was suddenly struck with a bad feeling.

      Alabama was sitting in the tub, softly crying, and saying, “Apple, my stomach hurts, and the cramping won’t stop.  It feels like my insides are being ripped apart.”

      Apple kept saying she had been reading books on how to deliver babies, and that she watched some videos on YouTube and felt confident.

      “If you’re scared,” Apple said, “just think of it like taking a big shit out of your vagina.  In a nutshell, that’s kinda what the experts say childbirth is anyway.”

      “I’m sure childbirth is more complicated than that,” Alabama cried.  “Can’t we just go to the hospital?  Something doesn’t feel right.”

      “You’re fine,” Apple said.  “Quit being such a baby.”

      “But I don’t feel it kicking,” Alabama said.

      “It’s because she’s saving her energy for later,” Apple explained.  “And it’s still pretty early.”

      “I’m bleeding,” Alabama said.

      “It happens to all mothers,” Apple said.  “Even stupid ones like you.”

      “I think I need to go to a hospital.”

      “If you go, they’ll take our baby from us,” Apple said, getting upset.  “Is that what you want for me?  Do you want me to lose my only chance at being a mother again?”

      “I’ll say you can have it,” Alabama reasoned.

      “They’ll act like you’re in distress.”

      “I am in distress!” Alabama roared, startling Scotty.

      The sounds of hands slapping skin, and a child yelping, filled the room.   Scotty gripped his pistol too hard.  Grinding his molars, it was all he could do not to go in there and beat that freaking monster to within an inch of her life.

      But that was not his job.

      He re-holstered his weapon, then quickly made his way through the small house, planting listening devices where he could.  It was a rush-job, to say the least, and there was a good chance Apple would discover one or two of the devices, especially if he and Jackson were forced to wait for Leopold’s approval.

      But if that happened, Scotty would make an executive decision, which meant recovering Alabama and restraining Apple.  He didn’t want to go there, but he was starting to understand how Leopold was working Atlas and why.

      On the way out of the house, as he passed by the bathroom, he heard Alabama say, “I’m not supposed to be bleeding.  I’m in so much pain, Apple, please.”

      “If it gets too bad,” the woman said, her irritation clear, “I’ll give you something to take the pain away.  But you have to be good.  No more yelling.”

      He headed out back, hopped the fence, then climbed the old ladder sitting against the roof where Jackson was perched.

      “I swear to God, Jackson, I almost emptied my entire magazine into that lunatic,” Scotty said as he sat down beside his friend.

      Rarely was he ever shaken like this, but to think that Apple freaking White was going to try to deliver a baby because she saw some videos on YouTube?  That was asinine.  She was neglecting an expectant mother in pain.  This, among many other things, was what boiled Scotty’s blood and made him want to scream.

      “We can’t let that knuckle-dragging thunder-cunt have that child for one more day,” he finally turned and growled.

      Jackson was taken aback by Scotty’s outburst, but then he said, “I’ve got ears inside.”

      The listening devices were live.

      Scotty’s hands were shaking, his heart this angry, clenched fist inside of his chest.  He was trying to cool off, but he kept looking at the house, and he kept seeing that light in the bathroom.  Alabama was sitting in there—naked, vulnerable, and bleeding.  But she was also freshly beaten by this woman who was refusing to help her because she wanted to steal her child.

      “What exactly did Apple say?” Jackson asked.

      Scotty relayed the conversation, and then he told him how Apple had wailed on Alabama while she was asking for help.  The story visibly upset Jackson.

      “I don’t think I could have had your restraint,” Jackson said.

      “This is why I do this, to stop lunatics like this from infecting the world,” Scotty seethed.  “How the hell are we supposed to sit on this?”

      After a minute, Jackson spoke.  “What’s the worst that could happen if we go in now?”

      “We don’t get paid.  Let me have those binoculars.”

      Jackson handed him the binos, then Scotty glassed the neighborhood.  Was he going in early?  No, he wasn’t.  He needed Cira or Leopold’s permission.  These two employed him, and both Scotty and Jackson needed the money.  If not for COVID nearly killing the business and his wife’s attempts to buy herself happiness, Scotty would have already been shoving Apple’s face into the tile with extreme prejudice.  But these were not easy times, and discretion had to rule the day.

      He stared at the window long and hard, focusing on the top of Apple’s head as she looked over Alabama in the tub.

      “She said she was bleeding, right?”  Jackson asked.

      “Yeah,” Scotty replied.

      “And Apple won’t take her to the hospital?”

      Scotty shook his head.

      “Something could be wrong.”

      “Alabama said as much,” Scotty replied.

      “What do you think would be worse, we get her on the record by taking her to the hospital and lose the pay, or she dies because we did nothing?”

      That was the moral quandary.

      “Leopold might never hire us again, and then Atlas comes unhinged,” Scotty said.  “That’s the worst that could happen.”

      “Atlas is on a short leash.”

      “I tracked down a police report of the murder of Keegan White.”

      “I figured Atlas would kill him.”

      Scotty and Jackson had left Apple’s son, Keegan, chained to a bathroom toilet for Leopold.  What Scotty now understood, but what was never said aloud, was that Atlas could do whatever he wanted to make himself feel better.  Leopold later told him that was the agreement.

      “It wasn’t just that he was killed,” Scotty continued.  “Atlas split his head in half with an ax.  Do you understand the kind of rage it would take to make a man do something like that?”

      “Do you blame him?” Jackson asked.

      “I’d rather he take care of Apple than take care of us,” Scotty said.

      “Are you scared of this guy?”

      Hell yeah, he was scared of him.  “You should look him up sometime.  It’s why I respect Leopold.  When it comes to Atlas, no one else could grab that tiger by the tail.”

      “If there are any more signs of distress, if Apple lays one more abusive hand on Alabama, we’re taking control of this situation,” Jackson said.  “I don’t care about the money or Atlas.  I care about the girl.”

      “We’re coming to the same conclusion,” Scotty said.

      In the end—if he had to explain it to Atlas in person—he would say that he and Jackson cared more about the well-being of his daughter than Atlas’ need to avenge her.

      Jackson looked at Scotty and graced him with a rare smile.  “I used to think you were a real piece of shit.”

      “I am,” Scotty said.

      “You have a heart, man.”

      “Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”

      “They wouldn’t believe me if I tried,” Jackson joked.  The two men looked at each other, then started laughing.  There was nothing funny about the conversation.  But when you spend that much time with another person, laughter can sometimes keep you from going agro.

      “Hang on,” Jackson said.  “I have something.”

      He flipped the listening devices to a speaker so they could both listen.  Apple was trying to get Alabama to take some pills.

      “They hurt my stomach,” Alabama said.

      “If you hadn’t tried to get away, I wouldn’t need to use them,” Apple said.

      “I won’t try again, I promise.  My legs hurt, my back hurts, and my stomach hurts.  I can’t even run, Apple.”

      “This will help you sleep.”

      After that, the two women didn’t speak.  Sometime around midnight, when Apple was asleep, Scotty snuck back into the home and took photographs of the prescription drugs Alabama had been given.  After that, he left the house, looked up the drugs online, and frowned.

      “She’s giving her tranquilizer pills!” Scotty hissed.

      The two men looked at each other.  They didn’t need to speak to be on the same page.

      “We need to call Leopold first thing in the morning,” Jackson said.

      “I agree.”

      Right around sunset, Scotty made the call to Leopold, but the call went to voicemail.  That was odd.  He always answered Scotty’s calls.  He called again and again, but each time the call went to voicemail.

      “He’s not answering,” Scotty said.

      “Try Cira.”

      He called Cira, and the woman answered right away.  “I just landed in Virginia with Atlas, so whatever it is you need to tell me, be quick.”

      He gave her the modified rundown of Alabama’s situation.  Then he said, “Why isn’t Leopold answering his phone?”

      “Leopold is in Prague and off the radar.”

      “Was that part of his plan?”

      “No.”

      “Are you worried?”

      “Officially?” Cira asked.

      “Yes,” Scotty said.

      “Yeah, I’m worried,” she whispered.  “What can I do to help?”

      “Is Atlas nearby?”

      “Yes.”

      “Get out of his hearing range.”

      “Hold on.”

      Scotty heard her moving, and then she said, “Okay.”

      He filled her in on the many concerns he was having, and he didn’t hold back.  She needed to know what he knew, that two lives were on the line.

      “My God,” Cira quietly said.

      “Are you an emergency call, or are you still in charge?” Scotty asked.

      “Leopold is MIA, so I’m still in charge.”

      “What will he do to you if you tell us to take care of Atlas’ daughter?”

      “I don’t know,” Cira said.  “I’d love to give you more information, but we’re heading to our staging grounds in Prague and just getting ready to kick this thing off.”

      “What are you doing there?” Scotty asked.

      “The details of our mission are team details only.”

      “Are we part of the larger team?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “You already told me about Prague, so are we or aren’t we?” he pressed.

      “Do you feel confident in your ability to manage the situation from the inside?” Cira asked.

      He knew exactly what she was saying.  She was asking if Scotty could use his discernment to do the right thing without having to ask her for permission.

      “Yes,” he said without hesitation.  “If you need local assistance, Leopold’s driver, Ethan, is resourceful.  I’ll text you his direct number.”

      “Perfect, thank you,” Scotty said.  “Oh, and Cira?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you for letting us handle this the right way.  I’ll make sure we cover your ass on this if it’s needed.”

      “It might be, especially if your end goes sour.  Don’t let that happen.”

      “I won’t.”

      He hung up, and a few minutes later, he received a text with Ethan’s contact information.  He saved this to his phone, then he turned to Jackson and said, “I’m going to take the bitch down.  You check on Alabama.  We need to assess her health.”

      “Roger that,” Jackson said.

      “You ready?”

      “I stay ready so I don’t have to get ready.”

      This comment stopped Scotty flat.  He slowly turned and looked at Jackson until the man shrugged his shoulders.

      “First, you want to circumvent authority,” Scotty said, “and now you’re quoting Ronda Rousey?”

      “It seemed fitting,” Jackson said.  “Let’s go.”

      “Unreal,” Scotty muttered as he took the lead and headed to the house.

      When they got to the back door, he and Jackson put on their gloves and unholstered their weapons.  Then, before opening the back door, Scotty turned to Jackson, gave him one last look, then shook his head and muttered, “Ronda freaking Rousey.”
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Cira Kingsley

        

      

    

    
      Cira hung up the phone and returned to the jet’s main cabin, where Atlas was looking out the window.

      “Where exactly are we?” he asked.

      “Blacksburg, Virginia.”

      A big grin escaped him.  “Kiera?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      They touched down, and the jet taxied down the runway, coming to a stop near a black Land Rover.  “Do you want to come with me?”

      “Do you need me to?” he asked.  “I’m thinking of getting a little more rest before we go.  Who knows how Prague is going to be.”

      “I think it would be better to handle this alone.  I need to establish myself with this woman.”

      “What woman?”

      “Isabelle Norwood,” Cira said.  “I think she’s Kiera’s handler.”

      “Just be careful,” Atlas said.

      She got off the plane, got into the Land Rover, and was immediately driven to the Blacksburg facility.  Leopold told her it was built into the side of a mountain.  She wasn’t sure how literal Leopold was being when he said this, but when she arrived, she found that he was not exaggerating.  The facility was, indeed, operating inside of a mountain.  Waiting out front was a stern-looking but put-together woman.

      “Is that Isabelle Norwood?” she asked the driver before getting out of the Land Rover.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the driver replied.

      Cira got out of the Land Rover and approached the woman gracefully.  She projected warmth and an air of cooperation.  “Isabelle, I was thrilled to get your call.  And I appreciate you coming through for us at the last moment.”

      “My pleasure,” the woman said in a tone that was colder than glacial ice.

      “Will I be dealing with you from now on,” Isabelle asked, “or is this a temporary arrangement?”

      “I will be taking a more active role in this organization,” Cira said confidently, “which means you and I will likely meet again.  As much as I’d love to get along with you, our discussions so far have been curt.  I don’t really like you, Mrs. Norwood, and I don’t give a shit what you have going on with Leopold in a personal capacity.  When he’s in the middle of an op, the last thing I need is you reciting the terms of an agreed-upon contract, an arrangement you came to when you needed him more than he needed you.”

      “I remember him specifically being impressed with Kiera,” Isabelle said, boasting about her wares.  “And I distinctly remember us having something he wanted.”

      “And why wouldn’t he be impressed with Kiera?  She’s amazing.  She is also yours to use between our ops, not yours to use until it’s convenient to give her back.  One day she may not come back, have you thought of that?”

      “Those weren’t the terms of our agreement.”

      “Making me wait like this was not part of the agreement either.  Now go and get her, you’re wasting my time.”

      Isabelle said, “You are an unlikeable creature.”

      “Good people like me just fine.”

      Isabelle turned on a heel and left Cira standing in the cold Virginia air, her breath as visible as exhaled cigarette smoke.

      She saw Kiera a moment later.  With even more ice in her voice than before—if that was possible—Isabelle said, “Your asset, as promised.”

      Cira offered her no reply.  She simply turned and left with the assassin, refusing to grace the woman with a proper goodbye.

      The two women got into the SUV, the driver needing no prompting to leave.  He headed back to the private airport where Atlas and the jet awaited.

      “Hi, Kiera,” Cira turned and said.  “I’m really happy to see you.”  She genuinely was happy to see Kiera, but the young assassin didn’t say anything.  “Are you okay?”

      The girl’s face was bruised and slightly sunburned, as were her arms and hands.  The young assassin nodded.  From inside her purse, Cira’s phone rang.  She checked the caller ID and saw that it was Isabelle calling.

      “Yes?” Cira answered.

      “I wanted to tell you that we have up-and-coming assets with skill sets similar to Kiera’s.  You rushed this along, so I didn’t have time to tell you face-to-face, but this will lighten Kiera’s workload, making future pickups easier.”

      “You’ll only have the assets until you sell them,” Cira said, unmoved.

      “It is not normal for me to sell my assets, and if I do, they are paid for in full.  Leopold was anxious to build a reliable team, but he did not have the means to buy Kiera in full.  This is the reason for our contract, ambiguous as it may be.”

      “She’s a human being, not an asset.”

      Cira turned to Kiera and looked at her; the girl was sitting there like a mute, unblinking.  She had seen Kiera shut down like this before.  Was the girl alert and playing coy, or was she sleeping with her eyes open?

      Honestly, she could not tell.

      “You have a lot to learn about this business, Cira,” Isabelle said.  “This is not the normal world, and Kiera is not a person.  She is a weapon, a means to an end, an asset with skills to sell, or in Kiera’s case, an asset with a rather large price tag on her head.”

      Cira hated Isabelle’s every word.  She said, “You have a lot to learn about humanity, Isabelle.”

      “Humanity is a flawed system enjoyed by romantics and optimists.  I am neither.  Now, it is my turn to excuse myself.  I have things to do.”

      The ice queen hung up, which made Cira want to curse.  Instead, she tried calling Leopold again.  He didn’t answer.

      “Where the hell are you?” she groaned.

      Kiera glanced over at her but said nothing.

      She took the young girl’s hand and held it.  “I don’t care what she said,” she explained.  “You’re human to me.”

      Kiera looked away, barely a discernible expression on her face.  Cira was beginning to wonder if maybe Isabelle was right about Kiera being a weapon, but then she felt the girl’s hand close around hers just the slightest bit.  Cira was happy to have the connection, but she didn’t want to smile and risk spooking the girl.

      “How long have they had you?” Cira finally asked.

      “Since birth,” Kiera said.

      It was strange hearing her speak after the last two missions of her not saying much.  Cira was aware of the MK ULTRA programs from the mid-twentieth century.  But what began as mind-controlled super-soldier programs had since evolved.  The breaking of the human mind by vile, soulless monsters like Dr. Josef Mengele at Auschwitz helped shadow organizations understand the limits of the mind as it related to dissociative-based mind control.  Since then, these dark organizations developed a host of other applications for mind control subjects.  From Manchurian Candidates to drug mules to covert operatives to sex slaves serving US Presidents and foreign dignitaries, these human experiments operated as fully-organic beings who behaved like robots so long as their minds were under constant supervision by trained handlers.  Was Kiera one of them?  Or had these behavioral scientists evolved beyond rudimentary control measures?  Kiera was a super-soldier, but was that from lifelong training?  What did her normal life look like anyway?

      “Outside of a life of training to fight and kill, what else does Isabelle do for you?”  Kiera remained silent.  She asked, “Do you ever laugh?”

      Kiera said nothing.

      “Have you ever cried?”

      Kiera let go of Cira’s hand.  She didn’t let this worry her, but it told her plenty.  She put her arm around Kiera and pulled her into a sideways hug the girl didn’t resist.

      “There is more to life than this,” Cira whispered.

      She didn’t want the driver hearing this, and Kiera let herself be hugged.

      “I think Leopold is missing,” she said before letting go of her.  “I think something bad happened to him.”

      This time, Kiera turned and looked at her.  That was all that Cira needed to pull Kiera from her trance.  Maybe the girl didn’t speak or react like normal people, but she cared about Leopold, and she was letting her guard down with Cira.  Maybe that was a good thing.

      When they arrived at the jet, the two women boarded without a word.  Then Cira said, “If you need sleep, you should get some.”

      The second Kiera saw Atlas, something in her changed.  It wasn’t anything outward, like a laugh or a smile or even a misting of the eyes.  For Atlas, yes, it was all of those things, but for Kiera, the expressions were so subtle, it felt like the changes were felt rather than seen.

      Atlas got up and went to her and the two embraced fiercely.  Kiera laid her head on his chest where she remained for just a moment longer than was customary.

      “I wasn’t sure I would see you again,” Kiera replied.

      “Same,” Atlas said.  “You’re as beat up as I am.”

      Cira knew that Kiera had kissed Atlas before.  She should have been jealous, but she wasn’t.  Whatever was happening with this girl was far from normal.  And it was clear that Kiera had bonded with Atlas in ways that Cira did not or could not understand.

      Then again, the more she thought about it, the more Cira realized Kiera and Atlas were slaves, both released from captivity for their skill set, and both aware they would go back to their respective prisons when the mission was complete.

      She sat down as the plane began to taxi for takeoff.  Cira looked at this man she was falling in love with, and then she turned her attention to this young girl who could kill them all but could not laugh or cry.  Cira realized she was an outsider in their world.  She would never understand them because she was free, and they were not.  They were just mercenaries dragged out of their cages, given a scent, and told to hunt, to kill, to enact mass slaughter if that was what it took to satisfy the terms of the contract.

      “We’re going to Prague,” Atlas told Kiera.

      Not long after they were airborne, Kiera was asleep with her head leaning on Atlas’ shoulder.  Cira thought the girl looked sweet.

      “We need to figure a way to get her out of there,” Cira whispered to Atlas.

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “We need to get you out, too,” she said, even though she knew she should not be saying something like that to someone like him.

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Don’t say that.”  There was a long silence between them.  Then, Cira said, “I never realized how pretty she was.  How pretty she is.”

      Atlas glanced down at her.

      “How old do you think she is?” Cira asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “My heart breaks looking at her.”

      He nodded and said, “Mine as well.  Where are we meeting the team?”

      “We’ll rent a car and then rendezvous at the Four Seasons.”

      “What about Yergha and Esty?”

      “They’re doing recon, I assume.  Unless they’re sleeping.”

      “Do they know Leopold is MIA?” he asked.

      “Yes, they do,” she answered.  “They’re looking for him while they wait for us.  I only hope we find him alive, because if not…”

      “Let’s not cross that bridge,” he said.

      He was right.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          

      

    

    






Scotty Chase

        

      

    

    
      Daylight was close to breaking over the horizon when Scotty and Jackson went into Apple’s stash house.  The second they entered the home, Scotty held up one finger, then pointed at Jackson.  The former military man nodded.  He set out to clear the first floor.

      Scotty withdrew his gun and started up the stairs, taking the path he had taken earlier and making no noise as a result.

      The second he entered Apple’s pitch-black bedroom, he was startled by the sounds of grunting and feet pounding across the floor.  She was charging toward him in the dark.  Instinctively, he stooped a few inches and prepared to meet this menace, mano y bitcho.  He waited one second, then he drove an elbow into the place he thought her face would be.

      He connected flush, blasting the woman in the mouth and hurting the shit out of his elbow.  Gritting his teeth, trying not to howl out, he flipped on the light and looked at his presumed attacker.

      Apple White had hit the floor hard and was currently knocked the fuck out.  She was also missing a few teeth.  He checked his elbow and found a rather large piece of one of those teeth lodged into his bone.  He pried it out then flicked it onto the carpet beside her.

      From his pocket, he pulled out zip-ties, knelt, and wrapped them around Apple’s fleshy wrists.  He pulled them tight, unconcerned with how they would feel.  It was then that he was hit with the acrid stench.  Stumbling backward, he blanched at the smell, his nose curling.

      “You pissed yourself, didn’t you, you old horse?”

      “Ten bucks says she did,” Jackson said from the doorway.  Scotty jumped.  He didn’t even know the man was there.

      “Sorry,” Jackson said.  “The first floor is clear.”

      “How do your feet smell?” Scotty asked.

      “Not so good.  Yours?”

      “Pretty bad,” Scotty said.  “It’s been a few days.”

      Neither man left their post to shower, which was starting to show, but neither man complained until now.  Scotty took off his boot, peeled off a sweaty sock, then smelled it and said, “Sweet Jesus, the cows came home!”

      “You want me to get in on this contest?” Jackson asked, lifting his leg to unlace his boot.

      “No, no,” Scotty said. “This is the winning sock.”

      He took the sweaty, smelly sock and balled it tight.  He then stuffed it into Apple’s bloody, broken mouth.

      “Have you got extra zip-ties?” Scotty asked.

      Jackson handed him a band of restraints which Scotty daisy-chained so that they were long enough to zip-tie the sock in her mouth.

      “Ball gag, trailer park style,” Scotty said.

      “You barely even know what a trailer park looks like.”

      “Sure, I don’t,” Scotty joked.

      “I said that already.”

      “Let’s go check on Alabama,” he replied.

      “Make sure she can breathe, first,” Jackson said.

      Scotty slapped Apple across the face as if he meant it and the ugly woman woke up, snorting a ton of air through her nostrils.

      “Yeah, she’s fine,” Scotty said.

      They went into Alabama’s room, where they found her fast asleep and handcuffed to the bed.

      Jackson pulled back her eyelid and said, “You’re right.  She was drugged.”  He drew back the blankets, lifted her nightgown, and saw the blood in her underwear and on the sheets.

      “We need to call Ethan,” Jackson said.  “She needs medical care, but we have to keep her out of the hospital.  They’ll have a hundred questions for us that we cannot answer.  Plus, when it comes out that she was with Apple, they’ll connect Keegan’s murder to our investigation.”

      “We definitely can’t have that,” Scotty said.

      Scotty called Ethan, who picked up right away.  The PI introduced himself, then explained the situation.  When he asked for a trusted contact in the medical community, Ethan said he’d take care of it, and then he hung up.

      “What now?” Jackson asked.

      All of a sudden, Scotty felt tired.  The weight of these last few weeks caught up with him in a hurry.  “Shit, shower, and shave, but maybe we get a bit of shuteye until we get the callback.”

      “Sounds good,” Jackson said.

      Four hours later, Scotty received a text.  There was a nurse downstairs waiting.  He opened the front door and hustled her inside.

      “The girl’s upstairs,” Scotty said.

      The nurse examined Alabama, who was groggy and stirring.  The young girl was trying to come out of her drug-induced sleep, but she had been awakened too early.

      “Did you take something, sweetheart?” the nurse asked.

      “Given to me,” she mumbled.  “Pills.”

      Scotty grabbed the pill bottle he had found earlier and handed it to the nurse.  The woman looked at it, frowned, then shook her head in disgust.

      To Alabama, she said, “Do you know these men with me right now?”

      She glanced over at them then shook her head.  Of course, she didn’t know them.

      “So, they didn’t hurt you?”  Again, Alabama shook her head.  “Do you know why I’m here, sweetheart?”

      “I need help,” Alabama said, the effects of the tranquilizer pills still apparent.

      “I’m going to take a look at you, okay?  You’re bleeding.”  Alabama nodded her head.  “It’s not spotting.  There’s too much blood to be spotting.  Have you had any abdominal pain?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Back pain?”

      Again, she nodded.

      “How long have you been bleeding?”  Alabama held up three fingers.  “Three days?”  She nodded.  “And did the abdominal pain and back pain start about the same time?”

      “Yes,” she said, her eyes tearing up.

      The nurse took out a stethoscope, put it on the girl’s belly, and listened.  She moved it around a couple of times and then frowned.  Glancing up, she said to Scotty, “I think we’re probably looking at a placental abruption.”

      “Which is?”

      “If the placenta detaches from the uterine wall before the child is born, it can cause the kind of bleeding we’re seeing.  That’s not always the case, and the amount of blood can vary, but when you have heavy bleeding accompanied by abdominal and back pain, this is likely the case.”

      “Are there other possibilities?” Scotty asked.

      The nurse looked at Alabama.  “When did you last have sex?”

      Alabama’s face suddenly burned with shame.  She cleared her throat, which looked painful, then she said, “Raped a month ago.”

      “Was it rough?” the nurse asked.

      “No more than normal,” she said, unable to look at the men.  “So, yes, it was rough.”

      “We can leave,” Scotty said, upset by the entire conversation.

      Alabama looked up at him and said, “Did you find me?”

      “Yes,” Scotty said.  “Jackson, too.”

      “How?” she asked.

      “We’ve been looking for you for a while.”

      “You can stay,” she said.

      Jackson asked the nurse, “Is the baby okay?”

      “If there’s a heartbeat,” the nurse said, “it’s too faint for me to find.”

      “But that doesn’t mean…” Scotty said, letting the end of the question hang.

      “Who is the father?” the nurse asked Alabama.

      “Rapist,” she said, her eyes glistening with fresh tears.

      “Could we not talk about that?” Scotty quietly asked the nurse.

      She fired him a look.  “It’s important we have this conversation so I can determine what to do next.”

      “She needs help, obviously,” Scotty whispered.

      “It depends,” she replied.

      “It depends on what?” Jackson asked.

      The nurse turned and looked at Alabama with heavy, compassionate eyes.  “It depends on whether or not she wants to keep the baby.”

      Slowly, Alabama shook her head.  The nurse breathed a deep sigh.  “That’s what I thought.”  She turned to Scotty and asked, “Do you know where the father is?”

      Scotty and Jackson exchanged looks, and then Jackson asked, “If there was the commission of a crime involving this particular asshole, are you duty-bound to report it?”

      “I’m here on my own time, so no,” the nurse said.

      “But would you?” Jackson pressed.

      Without blinking, she shook her head, and Scotty knew that she would have no remorse for Keegan White.

      “He’s dead,” Jackson said.

      Alabama tried to sit up.  “Really?”

      “He fell at his old house and died,” Scotty said.

      “He just fell?” the nurse asked.

      “He may have landed on an ax,” Scotty explained, “and that ax may have split his head open like a coconut.”

      Now it seemed that Alabama’s drugs had worn off fast enough.  “Who did this?” Alabama said.

      Cupping a hand over his mouth to keep the nurse from seeing what he said, he mouthed the words, “Your dad.”

      Now the tears started coming, and this bit of good news allowed her to lie back down.  She turned to Scotty and asked, “Is he here?”

      She didn’t look too hopeful, so when he shook his head, she didn’t seem that disappointed with the answer.

      “Who is she here with?” the nurse asked Scotty.  She wanted to know who had taken Alabama after her kidnapper had “expired.”

      “The dead man’s mother.  She’s a party to this bullshit.”

      “Did she fall on an ax, too?” the nurse asked.

      “Not yet,” Jackson replied.

      The nurse looked back at Alabama, and then she looked at the handcuffs dangling from the metal edge of the bedframe.  “How long have these people had you?”

      Alabama shrugged her shoulders.

      “I think it’s been maybe seven or eight years,” Scotty said.

      The look on Alabama’s face was a mix of shock and pain.  The nurse turned and said, “Where is she?  This…woman who took Alabama.”  Her eyes were dark and angry as she inquired about Apple White.

      Jackson pointed to the master bedroom.  The nurse walked back to the woman, unaware that Scotty was following her at a short distance.  The nurse stopped when she saw Apple sitting on the floor.  She walked into the room.  Scotty and Jackson had further secured her while waiting for the nurse, but still, he peeked into the room from the doorway.

      The hideous-looking woman glanced up at the nurse.  There was blood drying on Apple’s chin, and her zip-tied hands were pulled above her head.  Handcuffs secured her to a doorknob.  Scotty watched as the nurse drove a kick into the woman’s face so hard, her head snapped backward at first, but then she slumped forward, her head lolling between her shoulders.  Blood drained out of a broken nose, but only from one nostril.

      Scotty returned to Alabama’s room before the nurse knew he had been there.  When she returned, Jackson said, “Did you find her?”

      “Yeah,” the nurse said, “she’s unconscious, but she’ll probably have to see a doctor in the next few days.”

      “I’m sure it won’t matter by then,” Jackson said.

      Scotty then asked the nurse, “How does your schedule look?”

      “Considering the hospitals where we’re at aren’t that busy, and our funds have been cut for everything but COVID patients, I’ve got plenty of time on my hands.”

      “Where are you from?” Scotty asked.

      “Connecticut.  Cromwell, just outside of Middletown.  My parents live here in Waterbury, but I don’t stay with them.”

      “Are they okay?”

      “For now, yeah.  Dad had COVID and nearly died, but we got him sorted out, so he’s on the mend.  Still can’t smell shit.  Mom’s just pissed off is all.”

      “At who?” Scotty asked.

      “Everyone, the world.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Scotty said.

      “Me, too, but where are we going?” she asked.

      “I need to step outside and make a call first,” Scotty answered, “and then I’ll tell you.”

      “If you need to, we can go to my house,” the nurse said.  “I have what I need there to take care of her.  There’s a hospital nearby, which means there are hotels, too.  You guys look like you could use some sleep.”

      Scotty looked at Jackson, who gave a subtle nod, and then he said, “If you’re okay with it, then let’s do that.”

      “I’m okay with that.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    






Yergha Mugheri

        

      

    

    
      After Yergha arrived at the airport, he waited an eternity for Esty to arrive.  By then, he had fallen asleep on a nearby bench.  Someone kicked his feet, and he jumped up, ready to fight.  Esty stood back and laughed.

      “It was that long of a wait, huh?” she asked.

      He straightened his hair and shirt, and then he smiled and pulled her into a hug.  Esty held him tight, but when she tried to let go, he didn’t budge.  “Okay, get off of me, or people will think we’re together.”

      He held on and said, “Five more minutes.”

      She finally shoved him off of her and fired a shot into his stomach.  Gracefully, he blocked her and said, “Not this time, girl.”

      “I’m so happy to see you,” she replied, pulling him into a sideways hug.  “I know it’s early as hell somewhere, but we should get food because this bitch is starving.”

      “We have to rent a car unless you understand Czech and the Czech transportation system,” he said.

      “Looks like we’re renting a car,” she replied with a wink.  “Because, like you, I couldn’t say one word of Czech.”

      Esty rented a car under a fake name and with a fake ID with which Leopold provided her.  In El Paso, they were given a Chevy Spark painted Easter egg blue.  This time, they got a white sedan, and neither of them gave a shit about the make and model because it was way better than the Spark and the color was white, which didn’t stand out at all.

      “Do you want to see if Leopold is at his hotel room?” Esty asked as they drove away from the airport.

      “Let’s hope he is, or this trip just got complicated.”

      They went straight to the Four Seasons Hotel and knocked on Leopold’s door, but there was no answer.  They tried calling his phone.  The call went to voicemail.

      “Looks like we’re eating now,” Yergha said, disappointed.  He saw shadows of concern falling over Esty’s otherwise beautiful face, and he knew what she was thinking: something happened to Leopold.

      By the time they sat down at a tourist trap of a restaurant, it was approaching noon.  They ordered lunch instead of a late breakfast and then beer instead of water or coffee.  Esty tried calling Leopold again.  There was no answer.

      “I’m starting to get pretty concerned,” she said.

      Yergha was chewing through a sandwich.  He nodded, but he kept eating because this was fuel.

      “We’ll get to it after we energize these amazing bodies,” Yergha said with a mouthful of food.  He shook his fork at her plate.  “C’mon, seriously.  Eat already.”

      Yergha couldn’t help noticing all of the men walking by them or how most of them had been looking at Esty with lust in their eyes.  She was a brown-skinned beauty, her body lithe and confident.  And her eyes!  Her big brown eyes were alert and somewhat approachable.

      Yergha had tried to take her to bed a few times.  Twice she nearly said yes, but eventually, she said no because she wasn’t one to “mix business with pleasure,” as much as she said she would like that pleasure in her bed.

      He noticed Esty noticing him.  “What?” he asked.

      “That shit drizzling down your lips looks like come,” she said flippantly.

      “It’s she-jizz,” he replied.  With his napkin, he wiped his face.  “I’m all about the hunnies.”

      “Uh, huh…”

      “What do we do next?” he asked.

      “We need to either find bait or be bait, and that girl Leopold supposedly hired—Fatrat or something stupid like that—we need to figure out what she knows, and then we need to get some guns.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty

          

          

      

    

    






Cira Kingsley

        

      

    

    
      By the time Cira, Atlas, and Kiera arrived in Prague, most of them were ready for a shower, a few cups of coffee, and a proper meal.  Rather than renting a car, Cira hailed a taxi.  The three of them piled into the cab, and Cira asked, “Do you speak English?”

      “Yes,” the man said, heavily accented.

      “We’re going to the Four Seasons Hotel.  What are your rates?”

      “Standard rates, ma’am.”

      “Yes, but what are they?  I need to know before we go.”  It was not unusual for many of these tourist cities to take advantage of unsuspecting travelers, something she had been learning in online travel courses.

      “Entry rate is 50 koruna and fee is 30 koruna per kilometer,” he said in passable English as he started the cab.

      “That’s too high, and Prague sets the entry fee at 40 koruna, which I’ll pay.”

      “Okay,” he said.  He started to go, but Cira said, “Stop, please.”

      He stopped and flashed her a look.

      “Twenty-four koruna is the average fare here, not 30 koruna.  I appreciate your desire to make a living, but I am not a new traveler, and I understand Prague.  So 40 koruna to start, and 24 koruna per kilometer.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Say it.”

      “I will agree to your demands,” he said.

      “Terrorists make demands,” she said.  “We’re tourists.”

      “Sometimes you are both,” he muttered.

      “Give it a day or two, and you might be right,” she said.

      They took the taxi to the Four Seasons, all of them looking out the windows like regular tourists.  Cira had researched the country, but research and online photos could not even come close to doing the country justice.

      When they arrived at the hotel, Cira checked into the room that Leopold had reserved for her.  Atlas took her bags and thanked the bellhop in the process.  Cira tipped the bellhop as if he had accompanied them to the room.

      “This is for my friend doing your job,” she said with a smile.  The man thanked her.  Cira followed Atlas and Kiera to the elevator, where they waited.  When it arrived, the three of them stepped inside the box and rode to their floor without a spoken word between them.

      When they went inside, the room was like a dream.  The river view room was done in taupe and beige colors, the décor was Old European charm, and the space was made bright and inviting through an abundance of light.  This magnificent light poured in through various windows boasting gorgeous views of the Vltava River below.  Kiera was mesmerized.  Heavy fabric draperies hung from ceiling to floor with long sweeping valances for that added touch of elegance.  A crystal chandelier hung in the middle of the room, filling the room with an air of sophistication.

      “And this is why the Four Seasons is the Four Seasons,” Atlas said to Kiera as he plopped down on the bed.  Kiera joined him on the bed, lying beside him.  Cira marveled at the differences between them.  When they first met, Kiera had knocked Atlas on his ass.  Kiera rolled over, turned her back to him, then closed her eyes.

      Cira took a seat on a plush chair overlooking the river view.  She slipped off her shoes, rested her feet on the small ottoman, then called Codrin.  Unable to pull her gaze from the sights below, including the Charles Bridge, she waited to be connected.

      The hacker answered the phone with a mouthful of food.  No hello, or even a proper greeting; it was just him chewing something.  She let out a low chuckle to let him know she was there.

      “I need guns,” she finally said.

      “You’ll be happy to know I found a local contact,” Codrin replied, taking another bite of whatever it was he was chewing into the phone.  “I already gave that info to Leopold.”

      This type of 13-year-old behavior irritated the crap out of Leopold, but for some stupid reason, Cira found Codrin amusing.  Today, however, his tone of voice told her that the hacker was in a mood.

      “Leopold is missing,” Cira said.

      “Oh, shit,” he replied.

      “What?”

      Codrin stopped chewing, gulped his food, slurped a slug of…whatever the hell he was drinking…and then said, “I told him these were bad people.”

      She sighed long and deep.  Then she said, “Codrin, dear, we always deal with bad people.”

      “Regarding the weapons, I’ll text you the same information I texted him,” he replied.  “Oh, and be careful.”

      “I’ve got four ruthless, cold-blooded killers with me,” Cira told him.  “It’s not me who needs to exercise caution.”

      Codrin texted her the contact information a few moments later.  She took the number, dialed a woman named Julie, an ex-pat who answered in Czech.

      Cira said, “Julie Delp, please.”

      “Speaking,” the woman said, switching to English.

      “I was referred to you by a friend.”

      “Which friend?” she asked.

      “You might not know him,” Cira replied.

      “Try me.”

      “I need to know the gun laws here.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Of course, that’s not it,” she said.  “My protective detail arrived by coach, so I’ll need to outfit them with something more than foul language and all-you-can-drink beer nights.”

      “I have weapons in stock.  But I’m not certain you have a license.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “You’ll need to come and see me,” Julie said.  “I can show you my inventory, then I can tell you how to get licensed here.  It’s a shall-license city, so that will matter.”

      “I’d like to see what you have there,” Cira said.

      “Yeah, you need a license, but I can help you with that.  But I can’t help you over the phone.”

      “I understand,” Cira said.

      “I know you understand, but I can’t help you over the phone,” she said again.

      “I heard you the first time,” Cira replied.

      “Good, I just wanted to make sure you got the message.”

      “Loud and clear,” she said.  Julie was going to work with them, which brightened her day.  She gave her directions, and then she hung up.

      Cira looked at Atlas and said, “It’s on meat.”

      “Did you just call me ‘meat?’ ”

      She laughed, then said, “Oh, crap…Yergha!”

      She called Yergha, who picked up on the second ring.

      “Hello?” he said.

      “Is Esty with you?” Cira asked.

      “Esty and I are here, both of us having flown coach.  And we rented this little car so small it almost held our luggage.”

      She tried not to laugh, especially when she thought of the tiny car they had rented in Juárez, the little blue eyesore on training wheels.

      “It was last minute,” Cira said, trying to sound embarrassed.

      “Coach, Cira,” he said.

      “Can we talk about it when you get to the hotel?”

      “Esty and I want first-class tickets next time, or we don’t show up.  We’re having the most romantic time.  Esty is finally admitting her feelings for me.”

      “They’re strictly platonic,” Cira heard Esty say in the background.

      “There will be no lying to our employer, Esty, not when I’m trying to get us better travel accommodations,” Yergha teased.

      “Fine, first-class next time,” Cira relented.  “Just get here already.”

      “I’m already here.  Esty and I are in Old Town having a bite to eat and watching the tourists as if we’re locals who don’t like tourists.”

      “Get here already,” she laughed.  “I have a source where we can get some bang bangs.  Do you want to go with me?”

      “Hell yes, I do,” Yergha said.  “We’ll pay for lunch and be there shortly.”

      Sometime later, there was a slight knocking at the front door.  Cira hadn’t realized she had drifted off until she woke with a start.

      Atlas and Kiera remained still.  There was another knock, this time a little louder.  Neither of her esteemed killers so much as stirred.

      “Useless,” she mumbled.

      As she walked to the door, she wondered if she should be worried about the two of them.  Sleep was one of the most essential things an asset could do, yet it was the one thing most of them didn’t get until the mission was complete.  In Atlas’ case, the man had been stuck in solitary confinement, drained of energy, beaten to a pulp, shot with beanbags, and then thrown back in the hole.  But Kiera had been on a mission that had gone wrong, and was both cut and bruised and had minor burns all over her body.  She had even bled through her shirt on the jet.

      Hopefully, Yergha and Esty were faring better than Atlas and Kiera because, if not, she was screwed right out of the gate, and her first mission might be a bust.

      Cira opened the hotel room door, saw Yergha, and broke into a big smile.  She opened her arms, and he grabbed her in a bear hug, lifting her and saying, “Can you believe I missed you?”

      “I’d miss me too if I didn’t see me for a month,” Cira teased.  Yergha set her down with a grin.  “I missed you, too, Yergha.  More than I want to admit.”

      Esty hugged Cira and said, “How are you, girl?”

      “Good so far,” she told Esty.  “I missed you, as well, Esty.  Come in, come in.  How was your flight?”

      “Magical,” the Salvadorian assassin said as she walked in and looked around.  She saw Atlas and Kiera on the bed and lowered her voice.  “On the plane, I was kept company by a 3-year-old and a coloring book.  It was the best when she got her Cheez-Its out and had her dirty little orange fingers all over everything.”

      “I promised Yergha that I would get you first-class next time.”  To Yergha, Cira said, “Did she hit anyone?”

      He shook his head and suppressed a laugh.

      “Did she hit you?”

      Yergha shrugged his shoulders and answered with a smirk.  “She tried to, but she got slow this last month.  If she’s nice, though, maybe I’ll let her hit me later.”

      Atlas and Kiera both woke up.  The two of them sat up, and Atlas said, “When did you two get here?”

      Yergha knuckle-bumped him.  “About ten hours ago, give or take.  Less for Esty.  You look like hell took a shit.”  He glanced at Kiera, who was waking up, and said, “Wow, you both do.  Did you have to fight your way to Prague?”

      Atlas and Kiera exchanged glances, and then he said, “Sort of, but in our own ways.”

      Yergha took an extra-long look at Kiera and then said, “Are you sure your plane didn’t crash land?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Cira said.  “Her injuries are superficial.  Atlas’ are mostly caused from a mental imbalance and too much concrete in his diet.”

      Esty gave Atlas a fist bump as well, but Cira could tell the girl wanted to hug him or maybe even kiss his cheek.  Esty wasn’t smitten, but she didn’t dislike Atlas either.  After their trip to Juárez and the piles of shit they had stepped in there, a bond formed between the two of them, one that would continue to strengthen if they were successful in Prague.

      “I’ve got a hookup at a local firearms shop,” Cira said.  “Yergha said he would come with me, but anyone else can come, too.”

      “I ate way too much food,” Esty said.  “I’m going to have a seat and maybe hit the head later if that’s cool.”

      “Fine with me, we won’t be gone long.  Atlas?”

      He shook his head.

      “Kiera?”

      “We shouldn’t be seen around town,” Kiera said.  Esty looked the young assassin over, as did Yergha.  Kiera was just starting to speak, which was a good sign for the team.  It meant she was integrating, becoming part of them.

      “Good point, Kiera,” Cira said.  “We’ll be back in a few.  Yergha?”

      “Ready when you are, Boss.”

      They got into the rental car, drove into Old Town, and then drove a little farther.  Cira followed Julie’s instructions to the T, and they ended up at Delp Firearms as promised.

      Inside the shop, they met Julie, an older woman with fierce eyes but a calm demeanor.  She had that look like she would put two rounds in your face or share a good cup of tea with you at an outdoor Bistro, depending on how you acted.

      “Hi, Julie,” Cira said.  “We spoke on the phone.”

      “Thanks for coming down,” she replied.

      “I assume times are tough after COVID,” Cira began.  “Perhaps I can choose from some used guns maybe you bought from former owners for cash?  You know, something non-traceable.”

      “Can you pull some cash together?”

      “Of course,” Cira said.

      “What do you intend to do with them?” Julie asked.

      “I’m only buying myself insurance,” Cira said.  “Think of a gun as something I might have to use if kindness doesn’t work first.”

      “Who are you going to try to be kind to?” Julie probed.

      “People who hurt children.”

      Julie mulled that answer over for a moment, and then Cira could see her coming to terms with her decision.  When the shop owner gave a slight nod, it was as if she was reassuring herself that everything would be alright and that this was a good cause.

      “Go ahead and pick out your weapons.”

      “But they’re new,” Cira said.

      “As you suggested, I have been buying used weapons this last year.  Whatever you see in front, I will likely have in the back.  Cash only, though.”

      “Thank you,” Cira replied.

      Yergha picked out a selection of weapons, which Cira approved, and then Julie told them both to wait outside for a few minutes.   When she was done doing whatever needed doing, she called them back in.  Sitting on the counter were several boxes of long guns, a large bag for the pistols, and stacks of ammo.

      “If you can help it, it would be nice if these guns never surfaced again in this country,” Julie said.

      “I can make sure that’s the case,” Yergha replied with a smile and a suggestive look that was not lost on the woman.  “Look at you.  Look at those big green eyes.”

      “What about them?” Julie asked, shifting her position.

      “Now we’re looking at each other,” Yergha grinned.  “Can you feel it?”

      Cira kicked his shin, but he ignored it.

      “I’m married,” Julie said.

      “Happily?”

      “Of course,” she said, a glow appearing in her cheeks.

      “How would you feel about even more happiness?” Yergha asked.

      Cira kicked him again, then cleared her throat; Yergha ignored her.

      “I’m a grandmother,” Julie said.

      “You don’t look like it.”

      Cira kicked him hard, causing him to favor the leg, but he didn’t even break character.  Instead, he gave Cira an “oh, well,” look, then said, “I’m a fan of older women.  If you have an issue with that, you’re going to have an issue with me.”

      “I’m not that old,” Julie said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “This is why I put out the feelers,” he said.

      Cira picked up the bag, but then she set it back down and smacked the back of his head.  “That’s enough.”  To Julie, Cira asked, “Before we leave, do you have…other things?”

      “Other things?” Julie asked.

      “Grenades, Claymore mines, things that can be…more persuasive.”

      “I just do guns.  And I know trucks if that’s ever a thing.”

      “Maybe,” Cira said.

      Julie smiled, then looked at Yergha again.

      “Transportation and guns?” Yergha asked with one eyebrow raised.

      “Thank you,” Cira said, grabbing Yergha by the lapel and dragging him out of the store.  Outside, she said, “If you’re trying to screw everyone in sight, it’s going to make you stand out.”

      “I only need one triumph, then I’ll be good.”

      Cira shook her head in dismay.

      “What are you doing later on tonight?” Yergha asked her.

      “Not having sex with you,” she said.

      “That sounds dull.”

      “It’s exciting to me,” she said.

      In a more serious tone, he said, “Look around, Cira.  This is one of the most romantic cities in the world.  Come let me show you some of the finer points.”

      “Later,” she said.  “Leopold’s missing, in case you forgot.”

      “Esty thinks that, too.  But maybe he’s drunk or in bed with a woman.  Maybe he has the right idea, and we’re the fools for waiting around on him.”

      “I don’t think that’s it,” she said.  “I wanted to think that, but I don’t feel like that’s the case.”

      “Look at us, two beautiful people in this gorgeous Central European dream city, and you’re all business.  Did you know that this city was not bombed in the big wars?  This is why it is so pretty.  All of the old architecture is still intact.  This was what Europe could have looked like without the burdens of war.”

      “I will agree with that,” she said.

      Yergha lowered his voice, looked right at her, and said, “If we step into an alley, it will be clean.  We can make out a little, and then I will be calm.”

      “No, you won’t.” she laughed, giving him a slight nudge.

      “Yes, but it could lead to something,” he grinned.

      “It won’t.”

      “Do you find me irresistible?”

      “I find you completely resistible,” she said.  Then, looking at him, she saw the desperation in his eyes and how he was a good-looking man.  She grabbed his face, planted a kiss on his lips, then smacked him sideways and said, “No more asking.”

      He seemed stunned.

      “Show me something beautiful now,” she said, linking her free arm into one of his.

      They started to walk but stopped in front of a building with tall glass windows.

      “There,” he said, nodding toward the glass.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You,” he said, looking at her reflection in the storefront window.  “You are something beautiful.”

      She smiled big and said, “A romantic in a city for romantics.  You are charming, Yergha.  I’ll give you that.”

      Satisfied, he said, “I want to show you the streets of Old Town.  You will fall in love with this city.”

      “First, we need to put the guns in the trunk,” she said.

      When they were last in St. Petersburg, Leopold refused to let Cira see the sites.  He was all about the mission.  The minute they found him—if he was still alive—Leopold would be all about the mission, again, and she wouldn’t get to see Prague.  As irresponsible as that seemed, she had gotten the team back together.  Besides, they were not hunting for a specific child as much as they were there to exact payback.  There was no timeline.  And that was why she didn’t see the harm in spending half an hour or an hour visiting the city.

      They loaded the weapons into the rental’s trunk, moved the car a few blocks up the street, and then they got out and walked into Old Town.

      Prague wasn’t like America when it came to crime.  The Central European city ranked low on the car theft scale, which was to say, criminals were not so brazen that they would break into a car in broad daylight.  She trusted the travel vlogs, even though she rarely trusted anyone or anything as a matter of principle.

      After an hour of walking the city, seeing things she had never seen before, and experiencing beauty and history and such great people, Cira tried to focus on work again.  It was no easy feat as there was so much to see in Prague.  And it had always been a dream of hers to come there.  But she was heading up the op, which meant business before pleasure.

      “Are you ready to switch gears?” Cira asked Yergha.

      “I don’t want to, but you are the boss,” he said.

      “We need to talk to the police.”

      “About?” Yergha asked.

      “Trust me.”

      “But you’re the new girl, barely field-tested, and you do not have experience in tactical strategy.”

      “I have experience in practical strategy,” she said.  “Just not in tactical application of said strategy.”

      She stepped into a local gift shop and asked the shop owner for the number of the police.  The owner looked worried, but Cira told him he didn’t need to be worried.

      He wrote down the number and Cira thanked him.  Out on the street, she dialed the number and asked to speak with someone who spoke English.  She was afraid her inability to speak Czech wouldn’t get her far, but she had to try.

      Another man answered the phone, his Czech accent thick, but his English seemed passable so far.  Cira asked him if any girls had gone missing.

      “As a fact of the matter, there is one girl I am looking for,” the policeman said.  “Do you have information for me?”

      “You’ll have to give me the girl’s name and a description so I can confirm or deny it.”

      “You called the police,” the policeman said.

      “I’m aware of whom I called,” she replied.

      “I have some old cases, but nothing new.  Crime is not big in Prague, and COVID has slowed down everything.”

      “So, you are not missing any girls?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “A moment ago, you said you were,” she said.

      “Oh, yes, one moment, please.”  He put Cira on hold, then came back on the line.  “I have one girl missing, but she could be runaway.  She isn’t my case, but I wanted to make sure.”

      “Is she young, in her teens, attractive?” Cira asked, guessing, reaching.

      “This is young girl.  She is missing, but not officially missing.  Her name is Pavlina Issová.  She’s pretty and in early twenties, just like you describe.”

      “How old is she exactly?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “This might be her.  Could you please text me a photo of her?  I don’t want to feel like I am getting taken advantage of here.”

      “Do you have a girl with you or not?” the policeman asked, his tone clipped.

      “Listen, officer, I am in a strange situation.  I only came to Prague with a friend to enjoy the city, and now I think maybe I have a girl you can help.  I just want to make sure she is not lying to me.”

      “Put her on phone.”

      “It’s not like that, officer.”

      “There are more than 2 million people in Prague.”

      “I’m aware of your demographics.”

      “It would help if you could be more with specifics of this girl,” he said.  “If you are knowing something that would find her, or if you have her, you should now do so.  But if you are just wanting to make me turn circles inside myself, then I will send you text with flyer by the mother, and you can phone her.”

      “I understand,” Cira said, barely keeping up with his rapidly degrading English.

      “When you are wanting to cooperate with my help, you can telephone me again, but if you do, try not to be so…American.”

      “Okay, thank you,” she said.  “You can send me the flyer.  And if this is the girl, I will take her to the police station so that you can help her.”

      She gave the policeman the number to text the flyer to her, and then she hung up.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Yergha asked.

      “Piggybacking on a current investigation.  It’s a hunch.  But I’m also running a temperature check on the local police.”

      “By the sound of it, they were cold.”

      “Of course,” she said.  “There is a reputation of safety to maintain, specifically in Prague, Ostrava, and Brno.  The Czech Republic’s biggest cities cannot afford to have their good names marred by stories of crime, specifically missing children.”

      “That makes sense,” Yergha said.

      A few minutes later, her phone chirped, and a rudimentary image of the flyer arrived.  She glanced at the pic, then showed Yergha.

      “Pretty,” he said about the girl.

      “What else do you see, Yergha?” Cira asked, holding up the phone.

      “She has the same overall look and features as Callie Fox.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Finding this girl will be a long shot,” Yergha said.

      “I’m not taking on another case, Yergha.  I’m trying to find a thread I can pull, maybe see if there are similarities.”

      “You want to talk to the mother?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Cira said, looking at the photo.  She said the woman’s name out loud: “Jirina Issová.”

      She memorized the number then made the call.  The woman answered right away, and they started to speak.  The exchange was clunky at first, but then it was slower and to the point.  When she was done talking, Cira hung up the phone, looked at Yergha with a big smile, and said, “Now we have a starting point.”

      “Is it time to get the others?” Yergha asked.

      “It most certainly is.”
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Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      The beatings were sporadic but fierce.  Bones were broken, the skin was split and was starting to get infected, and he had already lost several teeth.  As much as Leopold tried to explain his situation when the beatings began, there was no use trying to say anything else.

      Dolph needed some serious therapy, but he was trying to heal himself by destroying Leopold’s mind, body, and soul.

      This barbarism wasn’t working for anyone.  Violence wasn’t the answer.

      Nevertheless, a new day was upon him that meant another day of beatings, another day of watching his weight diminish, and another day of loosened teeth, massive bruising, and bleeding.  The big man’s fists crashed into his face.  There were the pulping sounds of meat being tenderized, the weary expulsions of air, the crying, and the surrender—all signs the body should soon give out.

      He took it every hour on the hour.  The beatings were so exhausting, he barely even grunted anymore.  His bowels had loosened, and there was nothing left to shit or piss out.  Even his tear ducts felt dry.  The only thing left to give was blood.

      When he lay down between beatings, it was in the blood and dried shit, and the floor had that sticky, piss-smelling feel to it.  He wasn’t sure if his mind was playing tricks on him, but he felt there were longer lapses in time between the violence.  Was this real or was it his imagination?

      Leopold used that time (real or imagined) to strategize, to gather up what strength he had left, and to think about every punch, every kick, every last bit of abuse.  But he also thought about the setup.  He held a vision of how Dolph looked before he kicked and punched and before he fired in an elbow or a knee.

      Dolph was losing his will to dole out this much punishment.  When he lost interest completely, when he satisfied his need for vengeance, what then?  Leopold knew the answer.  Ansel and his goons would kill him and dispose of the body.  He would be erased from the world.  No one would know where he was, who killed him, or why he died.

      Leopold Wentworth would cease to matter.

      He sat up in the darkness with the cold pressing against him.  The aching in his bones spread throughout his body.  His muscles were fatigued, he was dehydrated, some of his fingers and toes were broken, and a few of the teeth that hadn’t been knocked out but were on their way felt loose when he pressed his tongue against them.

      Ever since Dolph landed that first punch, he tasted blood, his stomach was a mean growl, and all he wanted was to either be let go or killed.

      That was when he started to think about the team.  What would Atlas do, or Kiera?  And what about Yergha and Esty; would they just lay there and take it, or would they try to explain their side of things when it was clear that explanations were futile?  They would probably take what they could while fighting their way out of the grave.  And if they knew they were going to die anyway, they would probably fight harder.

      He thought about Atlas getting beaten in prison, or how Esty had almost died when she was taken in Juárez.  He thought about Sydney Fox, who was raped and nearly killed, and whose daughter was later cut up and stuffed into black bags.  He was at that uncomfortable in-between stage where he wasn’t quite sure of his fate.  Did Callie wish for death right before they killed her?  Was it a relief, or did she have second thoughts just before it happened?  Then he thought of Yergha and how the man had spent forever in the hospital with too many broken bones to function in daily society.  Six months later, he was back in the game.  What did all of this mean for Leopold?  His head had been so rattled, so badly beaten, that he could not make a decision.

      So he picked himself up, reset a broken toe, tried to straighten two broken fingers, and then he took a deep breath and waited.

      Chained to the wall, standing in the pitch-black basement, he waited because today was the day.  He would die, he knew that now, but he wasn’t going out like a bitch.  If this cocksucker wanted to kill him, then he’d have to do it with Leopold standing on his feet.

      All that bravado started to wane when Dolph’s fist pummeled the side of his face.  The skin pulled tight where blood rushed to the injury, and his eye started to swell once more.  The punches kept coming—right then left, then three straight rights, then a left.  He stood there, just taking it, waiting for the man to get lazy on his footwork, to step right or left with sloppy footing, to slow down and take that big breath.

      But the abuse went on.  He took a few rounds of abuse to the ribcage, the thighs, and the sides of his knees.  And then he took a sloppy punch to the side of his neck.  He even took a backhanded slap to the face because maybe Dolph hurt his knuckle punching wrong.

      Unfortunately, Leopold wore out before Dolph did.  He took a knee-strike to the floating rib, tried to stand up, but got beaten down to two knees.  More fists left and right, smashing him over and over again, destroying his once-handsome face.  He planted one hand, got kicked in the face, started to see stars, then he planted the other hand.  Down on all fours like a dog, his lower back was sagging, his body was beaten into submission, and his mind was a freaking jelly donut.

      He was thinking: So this is what it takes to break a person.

      A pair of meaty hands grabbed him by his hair, and then a knee smashed into his head.  He hit the floor face-first.  Two more kicks battered the vault that was his ribcage, but he didn’t move, not even to moan.  He was just a thing now, a slab of meat, a man reduced to a future corpse.

      “Let him get his energy back, then you can beat him again,” someone said in English.  They wanted Leopold to know that it wasn’t over just yet.  “You can do this as much as you want, and then we can put a bullet in him.”

      At that moment, Leopold went back to the thought that had started the day: What would Atlas do?

      The answer was immediate: he wouldn’t quit.  Leopold marshaled his energy, then he lifted an arm, planted a hand, pushed up one side of his body.  He planted his other hand, rocked up to his knees, and walked his hands back until he was on all fours.  He walked his eyes up the man’s frame, met Dolph’s tired gaze, then felt his face break into a slow, sadistic grin.  Leopold wasn’t going to break that easy.  He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

      Dolph said something in Czech that Leopold didn’t understand, but he didn’t need to speak the language to know the big guy was surprised.  He couldn’t believe Leopold was standing up.  And then he was up on two shaky legs, just looking at that cocksucker like a man.

      Long strands of bloody drool drizzled out of Leopold’s mouth, the strings landing on his chest and stomach and the floor beneath him.  The bloody saliva was now part of the dirt, dust, shit, piss, and sweat that coated Ansel’s basement floor.

      The man who had beaten him for the better part of an hour now rushed him, but Dolph’s energy had waned, for he had exerted himself too much.  Still, he wound up for that big haymaker, and just as the guy was about to blast his nose, Leopold lowered his head and rammed his fist with it, hitting Dolph’s already marred hand with the solid force of his skull.  He didn’t know what happened next because suddenly, there was nothing but blackness.
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Cira Kingsley

        

      

    

    
      Somehow, a good portion of the day got away from the team, but it didn’t stop them from getting ready to dig in, drive forward, and stay on the gas.  Yergha went out to pick up an early dinner for everyone.  He brought it back to the hotel, and then they ate.  Everyone was rested, fed, and ready to go.

      “We have a starting point in finding these monsters that killed Callie,” Cira said.  “But first, we need to decide what we’re going to do about Leopold.”

      “He’s missing,” Kiera said, prompting everyone to look at her.

      Cira slowly nodded her head.  Leopold had been drinking a lot lately, and he had admittedly been fucking the days away, but he would never just up and disappear like this.  “At this point, I think we have to accept that.”

      “There are enough of us to split tasks,” Atlas said.

      “Agreed,” Cira replied.

      Yergha grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge and asked if anyone else wanted something to drink.

      “I’ll take one,” Kiera said.

      “I think Yergha, myself, and Kiera should hit the nightclubs,” Cira said.  “And I think Esty and Atlas should try to track down Leopold.”

      “Don’t you think Kiera should go with us?” Atlas asked.

      Cira shook her head and said, “She’s arguably the best fighter here, despite your many protestations—”

      “No, she is the best fighter,” Atlas conceded.

      “And since Yergha here is a walking erection, I think he’ll have his A-game for the ladies.  I’ll try to use myself as bait, but I think I’m too old.”

      “Too old for who?” Yergha asked.  “You’re not too old for regular men.”

      Cira smiled and said, “I’m just saying, I’m not 21 years old anymore.  Twenty-eight is an old lady in the world of pedo-gymnastics.”

      “True,” Esty said.

      “What about Leopold’s friend?” Atlas asked.  “The girl Codrin set him up with to show him around?  Fat Lip or Fat Rat or something weird like that.  What the hell is this girl’s name?”

      “Fitrat,” Kiera said.

      Atlas said, “Good, okay.  We’ll check on her, see if she and Leopold hooked up.  If she needs roughing up, I’ll let Esty have the honors.”

      Esty cracked a knuckle and grinned.

      “Then again,” Atlas said, “I’m not sure how to even speak to these people.  They don’t appreciate English.”

      “Does anyone speak Czech at all?” Cira asked.

      No one nodded.

      “Even a little bit?” she pressed.

      “If being an instrument of God was easy,” Esty said, addressing Cira’s concerns, “everyone would be us, and we’d all speak every language on Earth.”

      “Why don’t you guys hit the closest clubs,” Atlas said, “places you think Leopold might frequent if he went out alone.  Esty and I will check in with this Fart Rat girl.  When we find out what she knows or see if she has suggestions, we’ll call you and then meet up.”

      “Okay,” Cira said, mulling over the plan and not coming up with a better alternative.  “Yeah, we can do that.”

      “What about Jirina Issová?” Atlas asked Cira.  “When you spoke with her, was there anything else she said?  Anything maybe you left out?  Maybe some thread we can pull?”

      “She answered the phone right away, but she sounded pretty run down,” Cira said.  “She just said that Pavlina and her friend liked to go to the tourist clubs.  They liked to see people smiling.  It was the sights and sounds of people being happy and letting go of the stress that lured her to that scene.”

      “Anything else?” Atlas pressed.

      “She said that most people in Prague could do without the tourists, so maybe someone was preying on tourists and mistakenly took the girls,” Cira reasoned.  “Here’s the kicker, though, the real game-changer.  Pavlina’s friend was thrown over the edge of Suicide Bridge.  They needed shovels, mops, and a bucket to clean her up.”

      “Good Lord,” Esty said.

      “Going back to Leopold,” Atlas said.  “Maybe some of these club rats saw him as an opportunity and took him.  It’s pretty thin, and it may not be related to Callie’s case, but this is always how things start—with a bunch of educated and uneducated guesses.”

      “We should just start moving,” Yergha said.  “We can start by shaking the trees to see what falls out.”

      “What is Jirina doing to find her daughter?” Esty asked.

      “Probably going to the clubs,” Cira said.

      “What if we follow Jirina?” Yergha suggested.  “She might take us to the places she hasn’t been.  We will canvas out from there.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Esty said.  “She’s been at this longer than all of us, so maybe we will quietly piggyback her investigation.”

      “Like a parallel investigation,” Yergha said.

      Cira looked at Atlas; he nodded his agreement.

      “It won’t be a formal investigation, but Jirina will be our best chance at either finding Pavlina or getting to the next step,” Atlas said.  “And who knows, if we find her, maybe we can find the people who did what they did to Callie.”

      “What about Leopold?” Kiera asked.

      “I’m going to invite Fart Rat out for a nice meal,” Atlas said, “and we’ll see if we can find a starting point through her.  This whole thing is fluid right now, so we’ll have to meet and go with the flow from there.”

      “Two teams, two missions,” Cira said.  “Any questions?”

      “Can we get some money?” Atlas asked.  “We’ll need some walking around cash for dinner and unexpected expenses.”

      “No problem,” Cira replied.

      “Oh, and guns, too,” Esty added, pursing her lips and trying not to smile like a psychopath.  “You never know these days.”
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Jirina Issová

        

      

    

    
      Jirina only had two options: fall apart under the strain of this terrible situation or embrace the search for her daughter and decide that Pavlina was alive until proven otherwise.  With Karel in mourning and rightfully so, she was on her own.  And regardless of her choice, time was not on her side.

      She chose to find her daughter if it was the last thing she did.  So she printed more flyers, made more signs, and created large posters with better pictures of her daughter’s face.  She put these signs up everywhere.

      She also decided to talk to everyone she saw and haunt the clubs in Old Town and Wenceslas until she finally found someone who knew something about the girls.

      Jirina was in yet another nightclub, asking another pretty young woman with some edge to her if she could take a look at Pavlina’s picture.  The girl looked up, then glanced over at the sullen but handsome young man next to her.  He merely shrugged his shoulders, almost like he couldn’t care less.

      “Sure, I’ll take a look,” the girl said with a smile.

      Jirina showed the young couple her daughter’s picture.  The girl offered her a sad smile, then she shook her head.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “She’s a beautiful girl.  I hope you find her.”

      “Thank you,” she said.  Then she looked at the boy.  “What about you?”

      “She’s really pretty,” he said.  “If we see her, we should call that number?”

      She handed him a flyer and said, “Please, that would be great.”

      That was when she saw an attractive blonde woman asking the bartender about a man who might have come in there.  At least that was what she could decipher of the woman’s American English.  The blonde showed the bartender her phone.  Jirina watched the man look at the picture and then shake his head and walk away.

      Jirina spoke passable English, but only because her deadbeat husband made her learn the language.  Right before he left them, he had big dreams of going to America.  Admittedly she was rusty, but she walked up to the woman anyway.  “Are you missing a boy?”

      The blonde turned and smiled at her.  “A friend.  Hardly a boy.”  She showed Jirina the picture of a handsome man.  He appeared to be in his early fifties with stylish gray hair, impeccable taste in clothing, and the kind of eyes that probably put more than one woman’s heart into a coma of sadness.

      “He’s very handsome man,” Jirina said.  “You say he’s friend?”

      The blonde nodded.

      “I’m missing my daughter,” Jirina said, showing her a flyer.

      “I’ve seen these flyers up around the city,” the woman said.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “Prague isn’t bad place,” Jirina said, glancing over at the couple she had spoken to earlier.  They were eyeing her, but not in a bad way.  She kept talking even though it was clear she was struggling with the language.  “It is one of most romantic cities in the world and a safe city.  Very low crime.  You can walk the streets at night and not fear your life, but the desperation of COVID has turned some things ugly.  People are using crime to solve problems.  I am fearing my daughter might be part of someone else’s crime.”

      “It’s hard to say what happened to my friend, but he’s just…missing,” the blonde said.  Another man came and joined the woman, a good-looking man of middle-eastern descent, by the look of him.  “This is my friend, but we’re all friends.”

      “It must be nice to have friends,” Jirina said as fresh despair spread throughout her body.  She was already so alone, but without Pavlina, she was lost.

      Turning, she saw a baldish girl with an injured face looking at the couple with whom Jirina had just been speaking.  The look on the baldish girl’s face was complete indifference.  But she wasn’t looking away, and her posture didn’t indicate anything at all.

      The blonde followed her gaze.  “She’s with us as well.”

      “What happened to her?” Jirina asked.

      “Bad traffic accident,” the man said.  “Rollover.”

      “Well, good luck with your search,” Jirina told the two of them.  “And please call if you see anyone who looks like my Pavlina.”

      She handed them a flyer, and they promised to call if they saw her.  Jirina nodded and thanked her.  She had never felt so helpless and so rundown in her life.

      When the two of them were leaving, Jirina heard the blonde ask the girl with a shadow of hair on her scalp, “Why are you staring at them?”

      “I don’t like them,” the girl quietly replied.

      Jirina turned and gave the young couple another look.  She remembered someone saying something about the girls going off with an attractive couple, a local couple.  One person told her about a tattoo, a…spider.  Jirina didn’t realize the girl she was staring at was now staring back at her.

      Rather than look away, the girl stood, walked over to Jirina, and hugged her.  “My sister was kidnapped in Portugal a few years back, but she was returned to us with little harm done to her,” the girl said, her voice more on the masculine side.  “She was shaken up, as was my mother and the rest of my family, but I knew we would see her again, that she would be okay.”

      Jirina felt sorry for the girl, but there was a happy ending to this story, which was touching.

      “I believe you will find your daughter as well,” the girl said.  “You must trust in God.”

      Jirina blinked back the tears and looked up at the girl.  “It is refreshing to hear a young woman talk about God in this nearly godless country.”

      “We are not all godless anymore, not since communism was washed away.  There is a rise in believers, Roman Catholics like myself.  The state does not own us anymore, so we are free to look to a higher power, and I do.  I put my faith and my future in Jesus Christ.  He will protect your daughter and keep her safe, even in the most troubling of times.  I believe this, and you should, too.”

      “Thank you,” Jirina said.  The Goth-looking girl leaned down and kissed the side of Jirina’s face, a gesture of kindness rarely shared between strangers in this part of the world.

      She hoped the old communist ways would wear off and usher in a new age and new ways.  Perhaps, under an enlightened regime and a different kind of rule, Czechia had the chance to evolve, to be more religious, more caring.

      This girl proved such a change of mindset was possible.  When she stood to leave, Jirina wasn’t sure which club she would go to next, but she needed to keep moving, to talk to more people, to search until her feet gave out and her back failed her.

      She passed the Goth girl with a smile, still touched by her kindness and moved by her tale of grief—a story that had the best possible outcome.  Glancing back, she wanted to wave goodbye one last time.  But the girl had returned her attention to her boyfriend, and that was when Jirina saw a large black spider sitting on her neck.

      A feeling like ice water rushing through her veins stilled her instantly.  She almost stumbled to her knees, but then she managed to walk to her car, where she waited.  As she sat in the darkness, she tried to imagine a world where a girl like that could lie, manipulate, and invoke the name of Jesus Christ as a means of…what?  Creating misdirection?  Could it be that this was the girl she had been looking for?  She started to think about the handsome boy, his pale skin, the way his eyes pored over Pavlina’s image.

      “She’s really pretty,” he had said.

      Whatever poise the Goth girl possessed, whatever charisma or charm she displayed, the boy seemed to present the opposite effect.  There was something about him, something that tickled her senses, and something that she didn’t like.  The girl was so charming it almost masked Jirina’s troubled feelings about the boy.  But then she saw the tattoo and knew that wherever the young couple was going, she would go there as well.
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Cira Kingsley

        

      

    

    
      Cira, Yergha, and Kiera sat in the rental car watching Jirina Issová in her car.  The woman sat there waiting, staring at the open-air club, watching the young couple.

      “Is she going or what?” Yergha asked, anxious.

      “She’s watching them,” Kiera said.

      Kiera referred to the young couple with the tattoos, the two people who had prickled her suspicions earlier.  Jirina was just as curious about the couple as Kiera.

      Instead of waiting for Jirina, Cira turned her attention to the couple.  She watched the two twenty-somethings as they watched the nightclub’s crowd.  There were lots of young girls and guys and a few thirty-somethings to keep things balanced.

      The couple got up and mingled with the crowd, but they always ended up talking to the same type of girl: the young ones with good bodies.  Nothing seemed to pan out for them, so the girl went and danced with her guy, but then the guy went to chat up a new girl who had just arrived with her friends.

      What were they looking for?  The third wheel for their sexual escapades or a victim to participate in something more nefarious than a threesome?

      Thirty minutes later, the couple was right back where they began—with each other.  They finally collected their things and left.  Jirina followed them, and Cira followed her.

      The three cars drove through the city, which was lit and beautiful but gave off an air of loneliness despite the bright lights and traffic.  Jirina followed the couple to an apartment block.  They drove to the far end of the street.  Cira followed Jirina, but now she followed at a greater distance.

      The car the couple drove was as shitty and beat up as Jirina’s car, and, though their apartment building looked clean, the grounds were substandard by American measures.

      “I don’t know about these people,” Yergha said, eyes on the couple.

      When the two lovers went inside the apartment building, Jirina got out of her car, snuck through the shadows, then knelt and photographed the couple’s license plate.

      “Can anyone read that plate number?” Cira asked.

      Suddenly, the barrel of a gun appeared.  “I can,” Kiera said, looking through the scope.  She read her the plate number, which Cira committed to memory.

      Cira picked up the phone, called Codrin, and gave him the plate number.  “I need whatever you can pull up on this car and these people.”

      Jirina hung out for a little bit, but then she drove off.  No one said anything when Cira let the woman leave.

      Codrin called back, but before he could speak, Cira said, “I’m going to put you on speakerphone.  Yergha and Kiera are with me.”

      “No problem,” he said.

      She put him on speaker and said, “Okay, go ahead.”

      “The girl’s name is Lída Kolárová, and her boyfriend’s name is Petr Kemr,” Codrin said.   He read off the address, along with the apartment number.  This was the same address they were parked in front of at that very moment.  “They’re from Germany, but they moved to Prague just under two years ago.  There are warrants for their arrest in Cologne.”

      “For what?” Cira asked.

      “Trafficking of children and distribution of narcotics,” Codrin said.  “I can get you the official report, but that’s going to be tricky, and it opens me up to risk.”

      Yergha asked, “Are there international warrants out for them as well, or is this confined to Germany?”

      “I think Germany only,” Codrin said.  “But, there are rumors of very large groups of traffickers in Cologne.  There are thousands of active investigations.  These two are tied in with those investigations.  They’re all tied together.”

      “You said they are part of that larger investigation?” Yergha asked.

      “Yes, I’m looking at it now.  And it looks like…oh my God, is this…is this right?” Codrin said, dumbfounded.

      “What are you looking at?” Cira asked.

      “The current investigation includes tens of thousands of prominent people in Germany,” Codrin said.  Cira held the phone away from her when she heard the gunfire sounds of Codrin’s fingers rattling over a keyboard at a hundred miles an hour.  “Sorry, I’m clicking out of these records.  I didn’t realize the scope of this investigation.”

      “That’s okay, don’t get burned,” Cira said.

      “This is bad,” the hacker said, sounding spooked.  “Really bad.”

      “What is?” Cira asked.

      “Child trafficking is a huge problem,” Codrin said.  “I just didn’t realize the size of it or who was involved.”

      “The more you dig into this ugly world, the more you realize that children are the currency of psychopaths and the elite,” Cira said.  “It’s an unfortunate truth, but a truth nonetheless.”

      “But, why?” Codrin asked.

      “Because these people are freaking mental and need to be put down like rabid dogs in the street,” Yergha said, a blade edge to his voice, that killer inside of him wanting out.

      “Now I see why Leopold is the way he is,” Codrin said with a sigh.

      “We may call you back if we need you,” Cira said.  “Is that okay at this hour?”

      “You can call me at any hour.  I just want to help.”

      Cira disconnected the call and looked at Yergha, who sat in the front passenger seat.  Then, she looked in the rearview mirror and saw Kiera looking at her.  She held the girl’s gaze for a moment before asking, “What are you thinking?”

      “Yergha and I will go in,” Kiera said.

      “That’s not your decision.”

      “Get out, Yergha,” Kiera said as she opened the back door.  Yergha opened his door, and they both exited the car.

      Cira started to get out, but before Yergha shut his door, he turned and said, “This isn’t going to be clean or legal, and we may need to leave fast.  You should stay here and be ready to leave fast.”

      “Open the trunk,” Kiera said.

      Cira opened it, but Kiera didn’t grab a gun.

      “Get one,” Kiera told Yergha.  Yergha grabbed a shotgun, then shut the trunk lid.  He walked up to the side of the car, looking thrilled to be hunting with Kiera.

      “What was the address again?” he asked.

      “You don’t expect me to just sit here, do you?” Cira asked.

      “You got us here, but you can’t do what we can,” Kiera said, indifferently.

      “I liked it better when you didn’t speak,” Cira said.

      Kiera didn’t blink; she just waited.

      Cira Finally relented, giving Yergha the apartment number.  By then, Kiera was already heading for the building.  Yergha broke into a jog long enough to catch up to her, and then they followed the sidewalk leading to the apartment building’s front door.
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Yergha Mugheri

        

      

    

    
      Yergha followed Kiera with his nerves on fire and adrenaline coursing through his veins.  In the dark of night, they crossed the open space quickly and quietly.  When they reached the main door to the apartment, it was locked.

      “What now?” Yergha asked.

      A couple exited the building a few minutes later; Kiera and Yergha took advantage of the situation and walked through the open door.  They made their way upstairs so quickly and efficiently, Yergha hardly had time to assess his surroundings.

      Before he knew it, they were at the couple’s apartment.  Kiera knocked on the door.  She pushed Yergha out of the line of sight from the peephole.  Then they waited.

      A young male on the other side said something in Czech.  Kiera knocked again, almost like she couldn't hear him.  The kid said something, but Kiera said nothing.

      She knocked again.

      The kid started going off, but Kiera acted impervious to the sounds.  Then she leaned forward to the peephole and pointed at her ear.  She started signing.

      And then she knocked again.

      The kid in the apartment finally unlocked the door and opened it up.  Yergha expected to see the young man’s face, but instead, he saw the barrel of a gun.

      By the time Yergha realized there was a weapon, Kiera moved so fast, it was hard to see what had happened.  Although he had seen most of her movements, his brain was still trying to process the swift and brutal violence.

      Kiera grabbed this kid’s wrist in some weird joint lock, flipped it over, and yanked it forward.  The gun slid out of his grip, but Kiera caught it mid-air.  Before Yergha could marvel at the move, Kiera pivoted, then pulled down on the wrist and jerked her forearm up under the outstretched arm at the same time.  A violent, uncorking sound emanated from the elbow joint, startling Yergha.  By then, Kiera had kicked in the front door, which blasted the injured, howling kid in the face.  He stumbled backward, and it sounded like he fell into something, a coat rack, or perhaps a stack of luggage.

      Kiera shoved her way into the apartment, ducked left as gunfire erupted, then rushed into the abode, prompting Yergha to go in after her.

      Someone fired another shot.

      Yergha closed the door then glanced at the fallen kid.  His arm was bent the wrong way, and he was crying.  Yergha drove the butt of the shotgun into his face, splitting his forehead open.  He hit him again, this time knocking him out.  Blood was pouring out of the wound, which was kind of gross but also comforting.  Most people chill out when their face becomes a firehose of blood.

      He moved down the short hallway, which opened into a small kitchen and living room.  Kiera casually turned on the light, then looked over at him and nodded.  As crazy as this was, the young assassin never said a word, nor had her expression changed.  Hell, she didn’t even break a sweat!

      Yergha looked at the girl with the black widow tattoo on her neck.  She was sitting on a pullout couch wearing purple lingerie that looked good on her.  She was gorgeous in the way that European women were sometimes flawless in their youth.  Part of him saw her and felt that old need coming up—the need to lose himself in a girl, to put all this killing and death aside and just have crazy, wild sex—but he pushed those feelings down and focused on the task ahead.

      Still, there was something about these European women that held him hostage.  The moment human trafficking exploded in countries such as Ukraine, the world became aware of Europe’s beautiful youth.  The hunger for these girls spread to America where, Yergha knew, children were bred off the official books by men and women who intended to sell them for sex, sacrifice, or their blood.  More often than not, these trafficked women were made to bear three or four children in an attempt to replicate that beauty and to bring forth a new crop of girls.  It was sad and sick, and no way to treat women, which was why the push and pull of emotions hit him so hard.

      Seeing this girl, knowing she was part of this satanic cycle of abuse, killed that need inside of him.  Now all he felt was hatred toward her and her boyfriend.  If they had anything to do with the kidnapping of Pavlina or the murder of Callie, he wasn’t sure what he would do to them.  Violent things, mostly, he thought.

      Kiera walked over to the sullen girl, grabbed a handful of her hair, then showed her the picture of the missing girl, Pavlina.  The girl looked at the cell phone and started to cry, and then she started speaking in Czech, slow at first, and then fast.

      “English,” Kiera barked.

      “I don’t know her,” the girl wept.

      Kiera fired an elbow into her mouth, splitting both lips open, and then she showed her the phone with the picture of the flyer.  The girl was speaking in Czech so fast, too fast to even begin to decipher, and that was if he knew the language, which he did not.

      Kiera shook the phone.  “English!”

      The girl said something else in Czech, so Kiera hit her again.  Her head rocked backward, then fell forward.  When the girl finally looked up, her mouth hung open, and three bottom teeth were pushed back.  She snorted air through her nose, then licked her bloody lips.  Without much warning, she spat a glob of blood at Kiera, the spray blasting half of her face.  Kiera didn’t even flinch.  She simply turned and said, “Get Petr.”

      Yergha went into the hallway, grabbed Petr by the hair, then dragged him into the main living quarters.  His face was a bloody mess and he was just starting to wake up.  Yergha let his head fall on the floor.  The impact accelerated the wake-up cycle.

      Yergha grabbed a washcloth off the counter and stuffed it into the young man’s mouth.  His forehead was still bleeding.  It didn’t matter.  The second Petr was fully awake, Yergha pressed the flat of his palm to the bridge of the man’s nose.

      Kiera turned and shook the phone at Lída again.  The girl thought twice, then shook her head, crying.  The pause was what gave her away.

      Kiera glanced at Yergha.  Lída’s spit was all over the young assassin’s face.  “Do it,” Kiera said without emotion.

      Yergha pressed on the kid’s nose, shifting more and more of his body weight over Petr’s face.  He started screaming into the rag.  Yergha didn’t relent.  Petr tried punching him, but Yergha had been beaten far worse, so the frantic punching did little to stop him.

      The bridge of his nose finally gave way, flattening with a crunch.  Yergha kept his balance, most of his weight centered over the top of Petr’s face.  The moaning and gagging sounds were awful; they were the wounded-animal sounds of something injured and in pain.

      Yergha turned and looked at Lída.  She was sobbing now, her terrified eyes locked on Petr.  Kiera shook the phone at her, then clubbed her with it when she wouldn’t look.

      “Where is she?” Kiera asked.

      There was a soft knocking at the door, which caused Lída to perk up.  She started to scream, but Kiera drove another elbow into the girl’s mouth, finally knocking out her two front teeth.  She began wailing, so Kiera hit her again.

      “The more noise you make, the more you get hit,” Kiera warned.

      Yergha winced with every strike against the girl.  The violence was erasing her beauty, her charm, her sexual allure.  Slowly, Kiera was revealing the monster hiding under the mask of human skin.  She was evil.  But poor little Lída was a bloody, bawling wreck, her chin stained red, her scared eyes running like leaky faucets.

      Kiera ignored the knocking and shook the phone at the girl instead.  Lída refused to speak.  Kiera turned and looked at Yergha, whose rapidly-beating heart found a new gear.  Did she seriously want him to do this?  Kiera nodded sharply.

      Yergha understood.

      Gritting his teeth, finding that dark place inside himself, he nodded, and then he shoved his thumb into the young man’s eye, driving it deep into the socket.  Petr took a breath to scream, but Yergha was already stirring his thumb around the way he knew to do.  The agonizing screams were muffled by the dishcloth in Petr’s mouth, and the blood from his broken nose sounded like it was bubbling in the back of his throat.  He was a mess and likely going to choke to death.  They needed information from the girl before that happened.

      Blood and goop boiled up around Yergha’s thumb, but from the kid’s other eye, a tear leaked out.  That one good eye suddenly had that look like he was staring into deep space.  Lída was crying out Petr’s name, her body shaking out of control, but Yergha suspected young Petr couldn’t hear anything.  He was about to go into shock if he wasn’t there already.

      The knocking on the door became a persistent pounding.  Kiera looked at Yergha, flicked her head toward the door.  Yergha got up, walked to the door, then pulled it open to reveal a scared-looking girl.  He grabbed her shirt and jerked her inside, her jaw hanging wide open with a look of pure horror.

      Yergha punched her in the chin, knocking her out.  He caught her and carefully lowered her into the corner, and then he walked back into the other room.

      Lída was finally talking.

      A moment later, Kiera walked into the kitchen, pulled Lída’s cell phone off the charger, then turned it on and walked it back to her.  Sobbing uncontrollably, Lída put in her password with bloody, trembling hands while Kiera watched.

      “Thank you,” Kiera said.

      On the dresser, Kiera saw a hat, grabbed it, and put it on.  She then grabbed a butcher knife off the kitchen counter and walked back over to where Lída was sitting.  The girl was a mess, her head rocking back and forth, her ugly mouth begging for something in a language neither Kiera nor Yergha understood.

      Kiera thrust the knife into the girl’s throat, pulled it out, then walked over to cyclops and did the same thing.  She wiped down and discarded the blade, and then she dropped the washcloth into a bowl filled with sink water.

      Kiera looked at Yergha, expressionless and terrifying, and then she nodded.  It was time to go.  She and Yergha walked to the front door where the nosy girl Yergha had punched sat hunched over and moaning.  Kiera glanced over at Yergha; he shrugged his shoulders but said nothing in his defense.  Yeah, he hit a girl.  But he didn’t like it.  He had hated every minute of it.

      Kiera grabbed the shotgun from Yergha, pulled the hat on her head a little lower, then said, “Wait for me.”

      She opened the door, stepped out into the hallway, then used the shotgun’s buttstock to knock out the hallway light.  Shadows fell over a portion of the hallway.  Yergha followed her out of the apartment, sticking to the shadows Kiera had made for him.  He kept his head tilted low while turning his face away from peepholes and possible witnesses.

      People in their doorways were watching them leave, a few faces peeking out into the hallway.  Kiera wheeled the shotgun around and jerked the trigger.  She wasn’t shooting to kill, but the double-aught buckshot blasted a hole in the aging drywall.  The thunderous boom and the destruction that followed startled everyone back into their apartments.

      “Let’s go,” Kiera said.

      They hustled down the stairs, pushed their way into the cold night, and headed straight for the rental car.  Cira started the engine.  Yergha opened the car door and got in.  Kiera opened her door and slid into the car as well, shutting her door faster than Yergha.

      “Go,” Yergha told Cira.  “Go!”

      “But slowly,” Kiera warned.

      Cira put the car in gear and drove off, keeping the headlights off until they were far enough from the apartment.

      “Well?” Cira asked.

      “Kiera got a lead,” Yergha said.

      “What about the couple?” Cira asked.

      “They’re dead,” Kiera replied.

      As they drove out of there, they were passed by two police units with flashing lights.  Yergha assumed they were headed to the apartment complex.  There would have been reports of gunfire, and maybe even the two dead kids.

      Cira looked in the rearview mirror, tracking the two units.  Hopefully, they wouldn’t stop and turn around.  But then she glanced over at Yergha, who had been watching her watch the police.  “Do either of you want to tell me what happened back there?” Cira asked.

      Yergha was busy wiping his thumb on the inside of his pants.  He was trying to get the nasty goop out of the creases of his skin before it dried.

      “They took Pavlina and sold her to a local trafficking ring that dropped its roots in Prague a year or so ago,” Kiera said.  “The girl didn’t know her contact’s name, but she did have his phone number.”

      “I was wondering what she told you,” Yergha said.  “But why Prague?”

      “It could be unpracticed or inexperienced law enforcement, an insufficient number of beat cops, or an unsuspecting public,” Cira said.  “There is also an increase in crime worldwide and a vulnerable population of tourists.  Of course, that’s just me hazarding a guess.  I could be way off.”

      “Do you think the police and politicians will work to hide a crime of this sort?  The two of them are wanted internationally.”

      “Prague is an opportunist’s Valhalla,” Cira said.  “Then again, maybe these red rooms are a brand new thing.  Maybe we’re catching new crime on the rise.”

      “Yeah, but do you think this will make the news?” Yergha pressed.

      When no one said anything, Cira asked the question that Yergha had been anticipating: “What about the kids?”

      “As Kiera said, they’re dead,” Yergha replied.  “Very, very dead.”

      Cira drew a deep breath, let it out, then slowly settled with the idea.  Leopold’s team was not a group of private detectives or amateur sleuths.  This was not a Hardy Boys mystery that anyone needed to solve.  And they were not normal man-hunters, especially Kiera.  Yergha didn’t want to look in the backseat at Kiera, but he felt her presence—a force of restrained violence, an unexploded bomb.  He had never seen someone dish out the kind of brutality this girl dished out before, not even by the most hardened men.  She was a natural-born killer and flat-out fucking ferocious.

      “You look haunted,” Cira said.

      “I am,” he replied.
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Atlas and Esty gave the cab driver Fitrat’s home address.  Esty asked if he knew where that was, then sat back and relaxed when he assured them both that it was not far from there.

      When they arrived at the rundown home, it was clear that Fitrat was not a woman of means.  Atlas asked the driver to wait, then he and Esty went and knocked on the door to the less-than-modest-sized dwelling.

      A young woman with purple hair, piercings above and just below her lips, and a rather uninspiring body answered the door.

      She had drawn-on eyebrows, smudged glasses, and what looked like permanent bags under her eyes.  Her skin was not good and her clothes looked wrinkled as if they had been setting in piles of unwashed laundry for an extended period.  This startled Atlas, for she was not the girl Codrin should have selected to show Leopold around Prague.

      “Hello,” Atlas said.  “Are you Fitrat Cojocaru?”  She started to speak Czech, but then Atlas held up a hand, stopping her.  “I know you speak English.  I am an associate of Leopold Wentworth.  Codrin Pichler gave me your address.”

      “I don’t know this Leopold Wentworth,” the girl said with suspicious, off-putting eyes.  “I’m sorry I could not help you.”

      She started to shut the door, but Atlas kicked it open, and Esty moved in fast.  The girl tried to run, but Esty kicked her back foot hard, spinning the girl around.  Fitrat’s ankle gave out, and she fell hard, letting out a yelp.

      Esty was in her face in a flash, manipulating her limbs, then shoving her head into the floor.

      “You do not want to lie to us,” Esty said, her mouth next to Fitrat’s ear.  The girl was struggling and cursing but Esty had a hold of her hair at the scalp.  She was using pain to control her.

      “I don’t even know who you are,” Fitrat growled.  She was still struggling against Esty, who wasn’t struggling at all.

      Atlas knelt in front of her, his expression calm, but the look in his eyes deadly serious.  “Where is Leopold?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, asshole,” the girl seethed.

      Esty pushed her face over and put a knee in the girl’s ear.  “Try again, Fat Rat.”

      “We went out to the clubs, he got a hooker and left,” she said, her voice shaky, the physical agony about to overwhelm her.  “I don’t know any more than that.”

      “Where?” Atlas asked.

      “The Moon Club,” she said.

      “I need you to tell us why he disappeared,” Atlas said.

      “He got a hooker, so what?  It happens all the time.  That’s how humans exist today.  They fuck, they make babies, and they raise kids to be adults who do the same thing.”

      Esty ground her knee in the girl’s ear, but then she began to push forward with her back leg, really driving it in with force and pressure.  Atlas knew she was in pain.

      The purple-haired girl finally cried out.  “Alright, alright, just get this bitch off of me!”  Esty looked up at Atlas, who shook his head.

      “She stays where she is until you give me something I can use.  Until you become useful to me, the pain will continue.”

      Tears were leaking out of her eyes.  “I can’t breathe.”

      “You can breathe just fine; it’s the pain you’re not used to.  If you would like it to stop, then tell me what I need to know.”

      “Fine, jeez!” she said, breathing through the pain.  “I have a friend whose dad has a man working for him.  His daughter was kidnapped and killed.”

      “What does that have to do with Leopold?” Esty asked.

      “The guy is a pedophile,” she barked.

      “No the fuck he isn’t,” Atlas growled.

      “Sure seems like it,” she muttered.  Esty shifted her weight, causing the girl to squeal and cry again.

      “Why did you think Leopold was a pedo?” Esty asked.

      “He was hinting at certain things.  It was in the in-between talk, the conversation over dinner, the way he looked around for little girls.  I don’t deal with pig fucks who do things like that to kids, so I texted my friend to tell him we were there.”

      “So, the Moon Club, then,” Atlas said.

      “I got him drunk and took him to a place with pretty people.  He went off with a hooker after I called my friend.  Prague doesn’t need pigs like him.”

      Atlas gave Esty a look, and she backed off.  This was the loose thread they needed.  Now it was time to pull.

      “What do you do for a living now that your shop is closed?” Atlas asked.

      “You know about my shop?” Fitrat asked, touching her ear.  It was beet red and angry-looking.

      “I know all about you,” Atlas said.  “But I don’t know how you make money now that your dreams have died.”

      “I do people favors,” she said.  “Sometimes, that’s how I pay my bills.  We all have to do things to survive, right?”

      “Give me the number you called,” Esty said, “and I need an address, too.  After that, you’re free to do whatever it is you do.”

      “You don’t want that number,” Fitrat warned.  “It will only lead to bad things.”

      “That’s exactly why we want that number,” Esty said.

      “These are serious people,” she said.

      “These people are nothing compared to us,” Atlas said, his voice intensifying.  “Do you need a knee on your ear again?  Or maybe you’d like me to put out some cigarettes on your eyeballs.”

      The mention of such pain should have made her more compliant, but this only seemed to strengthen her defenses.

      With sharpness to her tone and indignant eyes, she said, “I tried to stop one of the many pedophiles on this planet, and you break into my house and assault me?  And now you say you are scarier than this man I am trying to protect you from?”

      “That’s right,” Atlas said, undeterred.  “We’re the good guys.”

      She laughed.  Atlas and Esty did not.

      “Wait, are you suggesting that we are on the same side?”

      “That’s what he said, you nitwit,” Esty replied.

      The girl fell quiet, crossing her arms.  “I’m not giving you the address.  It’s my friend’s father’s house and he’s a good guy.”

      “What does he do for a living?” Atlas asked.  “Because you said inquiries into him will only lead to bad things.”

      She started to speak, but then she closed her mouth.

      “Oh, so, he’s not a good guy,” Atlas stated.

      “He is in the business of helping people relax,” Fitrat said, her expression coy, her demeanor suggestive of dishonesty or at the very least evasion.

      “Does he do foot massages?” Esty asked sarcastically.

      “No,” Fitrat said.  “He sells experiences.”

      Esty said, “I don’t understand.”

      “This is tough time with COVID and businesses being lost,” Fitrat said, her command over the English language worsening.  “So we have a lot of personal pain, and he helps take it away.”

      “The guy’s a drug dealer,” Atlas said, knowing what this was about.  Fitrat looked up at him, scared, but her expression was all the confirmation he needed.

      “You turned a pedo hunter over to a drug dealer,” Esty hissed.  “Are you completely stupid?”

      Fitrat sat there, angry but also scared.

      “She’s not stupid," Atlas said.  “She’s a damn idiot.  Now, give me the name and address, or I’m going to let her beat you to death.”

      “And I truly want to beat you to death right now,” Esty said.  “So please, don’t tell him anything.”

      This was the Esty that Atlas remembered.  She was hungry, mean when she let herself loose, and she was always ready to make good on her word.

      “Don’t worry,” Fitrat said, defiant, “I’m not going to tell him shit.”

      Esty grabbed Fitrat’s right hand and pulled her pinkie finger sideways until it broke.  The girl took a breath to scream. Esty punched her in the chin, knocking her out.  The girl fell backward, her head bouncing once on the floor.

      Esty looked up at Atlas.  “Sorry?”

      There were many different joint manipulations one could use to inflict incredible amounts of pain without breaking bones.  Keeping someone out of the ER, off the books, was a way to insulate your actions from the authorities while still accomplishing the same thing.  Had Leopold not been missing, he might have tried to explain this to her.  As it was, the disappointment rode hard in his eyes, and Esty saw it before he could conceal it.

      “We’ll be a great team if you let me use my tactics, and you use yours.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Atlas said.

      “Your eyes said plenty.  Besides, I’ve known Leopold longer than you.  So, when I hear that she did something terrible to him, I’m going to do awful things to her.  It’s simple.  An eye for an eye.”

      Atlas shrugged his shoulders and said, “You have a point.”

      “I know I do.”

      “I know you know you do.”

      “You’re a stubborn prick, you know that, don’t you?”

      Esty was a live wire, a pit bull with unshakable loyalty, an assassin in need of both direction and restraint.  Or maybe she was just fine, and he was the one overreacting.

      “Do you talk to your mother with that mouth?” Atlas asked.

      “No, I use my other mouth.”

      He laughed at this, but then he stopped himself when he saw Fitrat starting to stir.  “Looks like dumb-dumb is waking up.”

      Esty leaned down and slid her thumb into the side of the girl’s mouth, all four fingers just outside her cheek.  Atlas knew what was next.  She was going to fish-hook the girl.

      Sure enough, Esty pushed down on her thumb.  The side of her mouth drew back, the pain excruciating and immediate.  At first, Fitrat struggled, but then she tried to cry out in pain.  Coming back from being knocked out was always a strange, humbling experience.  You looked at the world as a newborn baby, strictly in observation mode, your rebooted mind struggling for clarity and understanding.

      Esty turned to Atlas and said, “It’s always scary when they get knocked out and wake up like this.  And if you’ve ever been fish-hooked, this shit hurts.”

      No kidding.

      “Are you having fun, or are you doing your job?” Atlas said.

      “What’s my job?” Esty challenged.

      “To move us forward,” Atlas said, emphasizing the point.  Fitrat was still struggling, but Esty wasn’t letting up.  “Now quit messing around and get the address.”

      “She’s about to talk, and this will move things forward, so to answer your question, I’m working fast, but I’m also having fun.”

      When Fitrat was fully aware of what was happening, she tried begging for help from a mouth under duress.  Esty pulled her thumb out of her mouth, wiped it on Fitrat’s shirt, then said, “Do you know the good cop, bad cop routine?”

      The girl nodded.  “I know it,” she said.

      She stretched her jaw open, moved it side to side, then touched it and tried not to start crying again.

      “Contrary to what you may believe about this situation, I’m the good cop, not him,” Esty said.  “As sweet as he sounds, as hands-off as he’s been with you, if you don’t give me what I want, he’ll cut your tongue out, and you’ll never speak another word again.”

      Atlas pulled out a blade, showed it to her, and said, “I won’t have fun; I’ll just do the job.”

      The girl saw the knife.  By the look on her face, she was imagining her tongue being removed from her mouth.  She finally gave them the address.

      Atlas said, “If it’s not the right address, if you’re lying to us…”

      “Your friend Codrin called for a reason,” she said, her eyes dry but bloodshot and swollen.  “He wouldn’t send me Leopold unless he got good word on me.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Atlas said.

      “I didn’t know what your pig friend was doing.  That is the truth that I am telling you.”

      “Thank you,” Atlas said.  Rather than leaving empty-handed, he grabbed Fitrat’s phone off of the couch, tried to open it, saw that it was password protected.

      “What’s your password?” he asked.

      “Four-three-zero-two-eight-nine,” she said, looking at her mangled hand.  “You broke my fucking finger.”

      “After what you did to Leopold, you’re lucky we didn’t break all of them,” Esty said.

      Atlas scrolled through her call log, found the numbers she had both texted and dialed the night Leopold supposedly went missing, then he showed the girl the screen.

      “Is this the number?” he asked, pointing to the most-likely number.

      She nodded, looking like it was painful.

      “Alright, let’s go,” Atlas said.

      When they left, rather than getting into the cab right away, Esty grabbed his shoulder and stopped him.  “We should take her with us.”

      “It’ll be like babysitting a wild cat,” Atlas said.  “No, thank you.”

      He started to open the car door, but Esty pushed it shut.

      “What if she’s lying?”

      “You damn near brained her with your knee, you broke her finger, you fish-hooked her, and then you promised her that I would cut out her tongue,” Atlas said.  “She’s a purple-haired kid, Esty.  Not a trained killer.  And certainly not built to withstand torture.”

      “If she’s lying, this is on you,” Esty said, pointing her finger at him.

      They got into the cab, and Atlas gave the driver the address.  “This is far from here,” said the driver.

      “We can afford the fare,” Atlas said.  “So, please, let’s go.”

      “I don’t feel good about this,” Esty said.

      “Point that finger at me again, and I’m going to break it the way you broke hers,” he grumbled.

      Before he knew it, she sucked on the end of her finger and jammed it in his ear.  He jerked back and fired a nasty look her way.

      She laughed and said, “Does that count?  I was pointing at your tiny brain.”

      He tried not to laugh or smack her.  And then he laughed.

      “This is why I like you,” he said under his breath.

      “I know,” she replied.

      When they arrived at the house, Atlas asked the driver to wait for them.  He and Esty walked to the front door, knocked, and then found themselves face-to-face with a 6-year-old girl.  She spoke to them in Czech.

      Esty slowly looked at Atlas.  He had a sinking feeling.  Did Fitrat lie to them?

      “Mommy?” Atlas said.  The girl just looked at them.  “Daddy?”

      A woman walked up to the girl, pulled her aside, then started speaking to them in Czech.

      “English?” Esty asked.

      The woman shook her head, but she wasn’t excited about seeing them at her front door.  Esty held up a finger, asking her to wait, and then she opened her phone and showed her Leopold’s picture.  The woman looked at the photo of the stylish, sophisticated-looking multi-millionaire, and she shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” Esty asked.

      The woman said a few words of Czech, then quietly shut the door.

      “That little bitch,” Esty hissed as they walked back to the cab.  Without warning, Esty turned and slugged the shit out of Atlas’ arm.

      “What the hell?” he asked, holding the spot she had hit.

      “Whatever weak-ass organ you have beating in that shrinking chest of yours is TOO KIND!”

      Atlas didn’t know what to say, because she was right.

      “Let’s go back and gut her,” Atlas said.

      “Oh, do you think she’s even there?” Esty asked, incredulous.  “I said we should bring her!  But you didn’t want to babysit her.  What the hell is wrong with you?”

      He drew a breath and let it out slowly.  He was ashamed of the misstep, but Esty wasn’t letting it go, nor should she.

      “I’ve been in solitary confinement, beaten, and shot, and that was after I got back from Juárez.  So, while you’re off getting your hair and nails done and getting laid and eating well, I’ve got a pen full of lunatics trying to kill me, and a warden who wants to stop Leopold from getting me out.  Meanwhile, my mind is on Alabama, my kidnapped daughter, so that soft side of me that I would love to shut down happens to be the only part driving me.”

      “Don’t bring Alabama into this.”

      “I need my daughter back, so I don’t want to be soft, but I have a soft spot for girls Alabama’s age.  You say not to bring her into this, but she’s the only reason I’m here.”

      Esty shook her head.  “Alright, fine, let’s go.”

      With a deep, throbbing pain in his arm where Esty had slugged him, he got in the cab and said, “Back to the last house, please.”

      They returned to Fitrat’s house, knocked on the door, and waited.  Unsurprisingly, no one answered.  They hopped a fence and went around back.  He tried the windows and doors, and then he kicked in the back door, the wood splintering.

      “She’s gone,” Esty said after a quick look around.  “So now we have jack shit, thank you very much.”

      “Let it go,” he said.

      “Get your head right, and I will,” she hissed.

      “You have a good point, I’ll concede to that,” he said, chewing on his pride.  “But if you hit me again, I’m going to knock your ass out.”

      “Sure you will.”

      He didn’t blink, nor did he smile.  “Hit me again and find out, little girl.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said.

      “Then someone lied and said you were smart,” Atlas growled.  “I’m just not seeing it.”

      “Let me educate you, you fucking Neanderthal.  When you’re here with us, you have me and the gang to look after, not Alabama.  If you can’t compartmentalize that shit, then you’re worse than useless.  You’re a danger to us all.”

      “Say that again and you and I are going to have a problem.”

      She frowned, shook her head at him, and then she brushed by him, knocking her shoulder into his.

      He wasn’t about to hit a woman, but damn.  He turned and looked at her, and his ego felt smashed.  He wasn’t sure if he was pissed off at her for saying what she said or pissed off at himself because she was right.
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Back at the Four Seasons, with the drapes drawn and the lights of Prague glowing through the windows, Atlas sat with Cira knowing she was struggling with this new position.  She was not a leader, but she was a good follower.  Atlas, however, was comfortable with a leadership role.  Being a former SWAT commander, he wasn’t opposed to planning ops and running takedowns.

      “How am I supposed to sleep knowing Leopold is out there?” she asked.  “We don’t know if he’s dead or alive or if he’s hurt.”

      He watched her tear up, and then he watched her fight those same tears.  He could only imagine what she must be feeling.  But she was seasoned enough to know that—as the team leader—you don’t cry in front of your crew.  Even in front of him, the result was a rather unbecoming struggle.  He felt sorry for her.

      “Sometimes you can’t push an investigation, no matter where it’s at or what’s at stake,” Atlas said, rubbing her shoulder.  “This is the nature of our work.”

      “I know,” she said, leaning into him, “but it sucks either way.”

      Esty and Yergha had taken Kiera back to the house to get some sleep.  At that moment, there was nothing they could do to move the search forward, not until Codrin back-traced the numbers Cira had given to him.

      Wiping her eyes, she said, “Even though we don’t have anything to chase after tonight, you guys did well.  I wish that Yergha and Kiera hadn’t killed those kids because that puts a clock on us and a target on our backs, but fuck them.”

      “That’s the spirit,” he said.

      She gave a low, defeated laugh.

      “We will always have targets on our backs when we go after these types of criminals.  The point isn’t to operate like we’re in the US.  Our job is to strike hard, complete our mission, and get out before anyone realizes we were there.  That means we focus on speed.”

      “Yeah, I know.  But that’s why the waiting sucks.”

      “We’ll move when Codrin calls.”

      “Yeah,” she said, yawning.

      Atlas then asked, “Am I sleeping on the couch or sharing a bed with you?  Or should I take a cab back to the house with the others?”

      Cira looked at him and said, “I don’t want to sleep alone.  I’m worried about Leopold.”

      “So am I,” he admitted.  “I need a shower.  Would you like to join me?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      He stood and offered her his hand, which she took.  She stood, and he hugged her.  “It’s going to be okay,” Atlas said in a reassuring tone.  “Leopold trusts you, so we all trust you.”

      “That’s my concern.  What if I fail him and all of you?”

      “Let’s get you naked, and we can talk about it then,” Atlas said with a suggestive grin.

      She shook her head and laughed.  “You guys do have one-track minds.”

      “Have you seen yourself?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said as she headed to the bathroom.

      “You are far too easy on the eyes, Cira Kingsley,” he replied.

      He followed her into the bathroom, turned on the shower, and then said, “Arms up.”  She lifted her arms so he could remove her shirt.  She then pulled her ponytail loose, letting her hair fall around her shoulders.  He reached around her body, unclasped her bra, then took it off and tossed it aside.  He stood back and looked at her.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “We need to do something about those pants.”

      “You need to do something about these breasts first.”
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        * * *

      

      After washing each other, and kissing, and a long hot shower, the two of them shut off the water, dried each other off, and then made their way to the bedroom.

      He plopped down on the king-sized bed and sighed.  He might never feel a bed this soft again, so he was in no rush to do anything other than lie there.  She lay down next to him, leaning her head into him.  They talked for a little while, making light conversation, but then Cira asked what he would do if they found Alabama.

      “Is that a reality this time around?” he asked.

      “Yes, I think so,” she said.  “Scotty has a promising lead he’s working on.  If it pans out, he’ll let me know.  Either way, he’s going to check in tomorrow morning.”

      “We need to find Alabama,” Atlas said.  “That’s all that matters.  But when I find her, I have to face the reality that I will spend the rest of my life behind bars.  That’s a grim reality I don’t want to face.”

      “That’s all I can think about right now, too.”

      “Getting out and doing this, as wonderful as it is to be back in the real world, isn’t doing me any good.  It just makes going back in the joint so much worse.  It’s me always getting my freedom and then getting it taken away.”

      She snuggled her body next to his.  Atlas turned and kissed her bare skin.  She said, “I don’t like the idea of never seeing you again.”

      “Are you getting attached to me, Cira Kingsley?” he asked.  She nodded her head against him.  He took her chin, turned it up, then leaned in and kissed her.  “When I first saw you in the warden’s office, my heart leaped at the sight of you.  I wanted you right then and there.”

      “You played it rather pretty cool,” she said.

      “So did you.”

      She laughed softly.  The sound spread warmth in his heart.  “You don’t have to play it cool now,” she whispered.

      “I can have you fully, then?” he asked.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “More than my next breath.”

      The two of them met, losing each other in the moment, allowing themselves that perfect plane of existence where nothing mattered but each other.  And then, when they finished, Cira curled up on his chest, and her breathing changed.  She started to cry.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “There is so much pressure on this operation,” she said.  “Leopold might be dead, Alabama might be found, and I’m supposed to be running things when you guys are so much better at this than I am.”

      “We have leads, Cira,” he said, smoothing her hair.

      “I guess,” she said.

      “You’re right to lead this,” Atlas said.

      “Can I sleep here, on your chest?” she asked, her voice soft, sleep all but claiming her.

      “Yes, you may,” he said.

      Sounding far away and tired, she said, “If we were a real couple and this wasn’t a fleeting thing, I’d tell you that I love you.”

      “If there was anything that could come of this,” he said, “I would say it back.”

      “At least we have tonight,” she said.

      He reached over and shut off the lamp, bathing them in darkness.  When Cira finally fell asleep, he thought of her, how vulnerable she had become, and then he thought of Alabama.  He wondered what it would be like to see his daughter again, to talk to her, and to hug her and not let go.  And then he thought of Jade, how he told her that he would choose her over Cira.  But would he make that decision?  Could he do that now, after Cira?  He looked over at her in the darkness, watching her sleep.  There was something sweet and unexpected about this lovely young woman.  But there was also something broken in her that Atlas hadn’t seen before.  He loved her toughness, but he also saw her vulnerability, something she tried to hide from everyone else.

      He could feel Cira trying not to let him in, but she was failing.  He was failing as well.  He had let her into his heart, and now he didn’t know what to do.  Maybe rotting in jail was the better alternative than being in love with two women at the same time.  Still, he wondered, what would happen if they found Alabama?  Would Leopold stop calling on him?  Was the man even alive?

      He didn’t remember falling asleep, but he woke to a ringing phone.  Cira picked it up, sounding half asleep.

      Codrin said, “Your names were just flagged.  Someone is finding out about you, which means they will likely be hunting you.”

      Cira activated the speakerphone.  “Read the names that were flagged.”

      She was coming around, but her tired eyes looked too heavy for her to fully be alert.  Atlas was in no better shape.

      “Whoever put out a search was trying to find Leopold first, but then he started looking for known associates.  Everyone is there but Atlas and Kiera.”

      “Can you back-trace the inquiry?” Cira asked.  “I want a name.  I want to know who is looking at us.”

      Atlas thought, this could be our guy.

      “I can do better than that,” Codrin said, chewing into the phone.  “Not only can I get you a name, but I’m also sure I can get an address as well.  And then, if you want, I can smoke their system.  I’m talking scorched earth attack.”

      “Don’t do that,” Cira said.  “We may need information from their system once we get there.  And if they are Czech files, which they probably are, we’ll need you to translate the data.  Maybe see if you can fish out some leads.”

      “I feel like I’m more than just a hacker on this job,” Codrin said, clearly proud of himself and his work.

      Atlas said, “Codrin, you are part of the team.”

      “Whoa, who is this?” he asked, his tone changing.  “Is that…oh shit, is that Atlas?”

      “In the flesh,” Atlas said.

      “Holy cow, I didn’t know you were there.  Did you two do the sexy?”

      Atlas glanced at Cira, who started to blush.

      “I just came into the room,” Atlas said unconvincingly.

      “No, you didn’t,” Codrin said with laughter in his voice.  “But don’t worry, as part of the team, I know when not to speak.”

      “There’s nothing to speak about,” Cira said.

      Atlas started to laugh.

      Then, excited, Codrin said, “See what I’m doing?  I’m not speaking now.  Not saying anything about you two making the big sexy.”

      “Call us when you have the address,” Atlas said with a grin.  “Oh, and great work.”
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Leopold Wentworth

        

      

    

    
      Leopold woke to another round of beatings.  Scabbed cuts opened back up and started to bleed, one loose tooth got knocked out completely, and his left eye was swelling shut.  His torn lips were ragged and bloody, but the cavity left open from the knocked-out tooth started to gush.  He took two more shots to the face, watching the big man under the light of the single bare bulb.  He had been thinking about his beatings non-stop, and in his mind’s eye, he saw the big man’s every movement.  He saw Dolph’s back shoulder drop, then he watched him take that big step forward.  Next up was the toaster-size fist slamming into his body.

      This was about to happen again.

      He quickly gathered as much blood and spit as he could, and when Dolph dropped his shoulder and took that first big step, Leopold focused on his eyes.  Before the man’s fist sailed past Dolph’s back shoulder, Leopold spat the bloody saliva in his eye.  The second the glob landed, Dolph lost his momentum and the haymaker stopped cold.

      Marshaling the rest of his energy, Leopold turned and kicked the inside of the man’s knee as hard as he could.  The impact of the kick felt like hell on his bones and joints, but the kick hobbled Dolph.  Knowing he only had one more chance, he turned and donkey kicked the front of the big man’s straightened knee, which folded his leg the wrong way.  By then, Leopold’s energy was gone and he had to hang onto the chains to hold up his body.  The basement exploded with noise as Dolph fell and began screaming in pain.

      Leopold could barely see the man through his swollen eyes, but he knew what he did, and it brought life to his soul.  His nose was broken, two or three teeth were missing, his ribs were cracked and likely broken, and he might have a few broken toes, but he got that son of a bitch.

      “Ha!” he screamed, pushing out the word.

      He had taken two or three days of beatings, they had starved him and barely given him water, but he had his revenge.  They wouldn’t listen to him talk, but they had to hear that.

      When Ansel saw what Leopold had done, he looked first at Leopold and then at Dolph.  The big man was on the ground, holding his leg, and moaning.

      “When you back a dog into a corner, my friend,” Ansel said in English, “the dog sometimes bites back.”  He turned to his other men.  “Take him to the hospital, please.”

      “He wasn’t backing me into a corner,” Leopold said, his right foot swelling from the first kick, “he was trying to beat me to death.”

      Looking at Leopold, Ansel said, “I’m starting to wonder if I was wrong about you.”

      “I’m wondering when you’re going to end this,” Leopold said, his bones aching, a headache squeezing his head in half, “because I’m ready to go.  Just put me out of our misery already.”

      “And why would I do that?” he asked as if the question offended him.

      “Because if I get out of here, I’m going to kill you,” Leopold barked.  “I won’t beat you to death, or drag it out like Dolph.  I’m just going to cut you from stem to stern and rip out your guts.”

      “Tough words from a broken man,” Ansel said dismissively.
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Codrin called Cira back sounding breathless with excitement.  Cira put the phone on speaker so she and Atlas could listen together.  “The number you got from Fitrat’s phone is connected to the same guy who conducted an inquiry on Leopold and his ‘known associates.’ ”

      “What?” Cira asked, thrilled with the lead.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “I have an address, as promised.  I also researched the house on Google Maps and it’s large, insulated, and situated on acreage.  This is the place, I think.  I think this is where we’ll find Leopold.”

      “You’re amazing,” Cira said.  “If you were here, I’d make Atlas kiss you right now.”

      “Ew!” he said

      Atlas and Cira drove to the house where Yergha, Esty, and Kiera were staying.  No one made mention of Atlas staying at the Four Seasons with Cira because they now knew that when he wasn’t with them, he was in NorCal enduring the worst living conditions.

      “We think we found him,” Cira told the team.  “It’s time to sit on the house and see what we see.”

      “And if we see nothing?” Esty asked.

      “You guys go in after dark,” Cira replied.  “We can’t wait anymore.”

      “But we can’t go in half-cocked either,” Atlas said.  “Although it’s going to feel like it in that freaking rental of yours, Esty.”

      “Atlas and Yergha can sit up front, and Kiera and I will sit in the back,” Esty said.  “The two of us are smaller and better looking than you two anyway, so sitting in the back makes sense.”

      “I’ll run things from here,” Cira said, looking around.  “I didn’t realize the place was this rundown.”

      “Yeah, but it’s cold, too, and there are more than a few bugs,” Esty said.  “But we’re professional, so we don’t bitch about bugs, even the really big ones.”

      “Let’s quit jerking ourselves off and go already,” Yergha said.

      “Roger that,” Atlas replied.

      The team got directions to the target home.  They grabbed their guns, their equipment, and then they did a comms check with each other and with Cira.  After that, Atlas got behind the wheel, and the team headed out to hopefully find and save Leopold.

      They arrived 25 minutes later.  The large home sat on a lush green property surrounded by several groves of trees.  The road was cut through this same dense forest, a long swath of packed earth with a deep culvert on the far side.

      There was only one way in and one way out, so they changed positions, backing the car into a small, perpendicular road cut back from the main road.  They could see the main road 30 feet in either direction, with the house just around the corner and in the distance.

      “I’m going to get a closer look,” Atlas said.

      Kiera joined him.

      They moved through the trees, quietly and swiftly, but when they got close to the house, they ducked down and watched several men back a midsized sedan down the driveway.  The sedan got as close to the front door as it could before the men headed back inside.  Several minutes later, the men reappeared.  They were helping a limping man into the sedan.

      Kiera said, “Here we go.”

      “Is that him?” Atlas asked.  “Is that Leopold?”

      Kiera shook her head.

      “Doesn’t matter, this is our chance.”

      Atlas and Kiera hustled back to the rental car.  Kiera kept up with Atlas.  She moved fast, but he knew the girl could run faster than he could, which meant she was just being polite.

      When they reached the car, the two of them jumped inside, and Atlas said, “Buckle up!”

      Breathless, he shoved the car in gear, revved the engine, and then waited.

      “Blue sedan,” Yergha called out.

      The instant the car rounded the corner, Atlas smashed the accelerator.  The tires gripped the packed dirt, and the sedan shot forward as best it could for having a weak engine and four full-sized adults inside.

      The second they rammed the car, the violent impact jolted all of them forward.  Atlas watched the blue sedan’s back end spin around, the rear wheels sliding along the edge of the culvert.  The driver managed to keep the car out of the ditch, but they were now stopped sideways in the road, blocking any traffic that might head down the quiet street.

      The four of them poured out of the rental car, guns drawn, and they moved in on the sedan.  Esty shot out the back window where the injured man was sitting.  Atlas shot out the front window, then punched the driver in the face as he went for his gun.  The passenger was faster, his gun now drawn.  Atlas put a bullet through his head before he could get the jump on them.  The driver, haven taken the punch like a champ, went for his gun.  Atlas put a bullet in him, too.

      By then, Yergha and Kiera had fallen in as backup, neither of them discharging their weapons.  Both of them respected Atlas and Esty’s lead.

      “Are there any more cars coming?” Yergha asked.

      “We only saw one leaving,” Atlas replied.

      Esty dragged the injured man out of the car, much to his chagrin.  She dropped him with a solid gut-shot from one of her angry little fists.  He doubled over and dropped to his good knee, the other one splayed out at a funky angle.  He started screaming, but she drove a knee into his jaw, the hollow thumping sound indicative of a clean shot.  The man went silent, and then he fell over.  She knelt and slapped his cheek.  He was unconscious.

      “We need to get him into the trunk,” Esty said to Kiera.  “I’ll bring the car up.”

      Atlas threw her the keys, and she pulled the damaged rental car forward.  The two women wrestled to get the injured, unconscious man into the rental car’s trunk.  He was large and heavy, but the two of them were tough, neither of them showing an ounce of quit.  When they finally crammed every last inch of him into the trunk, they shut the trunk lid and joined the men.

      Atlas and Yergha were busy stuffing the dead men into the trunk of the blue sedan.  Atlas moved the car up the road, then he positioned it so the front end was facing a steep embankment with a clearing ahead.

      “Prints,” Atlas said.

      Atlas, Yergha, and Esty wiped down the car where they had touched it, careful to remove their prints and any traces of their DNA.  Then, they rolled the sedan down a steep embankment and watched it coast to a stop in a small meadow at the edge of a clearing of large trees.

      Eventually, someone would check on the car, maybe even call it into the authorities.  By then, God willing, they would have Leopold and would be long gone.

      When Atlas got back into the rental car, Esty said, “I just got off the phone with Cira.  There’s a place we can take our hostage not far from here.”

      Atlas wanted to interrogate the man, but the injured brute was likely going to scream, and maybe even die, so they needed someplace private.

      Following Cira’s directions, Atlas drove them to an abandoned slaughterhouse built in the middle of a rather large piece of property.  No one wanted to hear the animals screaming when they were killed, so the location seemed appropriate.

      They drove in the entrance, pushed through a closed gate, and then waited with their guns drawn.  No one approached them, so Atlas and Yergha got out of the car to scout the property and scan the grounds for potential witnesses.

      There were overgrown weeds everywhere, some of them overtaking the dirt road leading onto the property.  A slight breeze blew past them, the air heavy with the smell of forest and vegetation.  Ahead, the actual slaughterhouse looked abandoned, littered with the different kinds of trash squatters would leave behind.  There was another smell in the air: decay.  Maybe an animal had died, but then again, maybe it was a person.

      It didn’t matter to Atlas.  He looked at the building and nodded his head.  The entire dilapidated structure had been defaced with graffiti, not that it mattered much.  The building was rotting from the outside; it would have looked almost as bad had it remained untouched by the brightly-colored paint.

      “This place is perfect,” Atlas said.

      He and Yergha walked back to the car, drove onto the property, then opened the trunk.  The two men dragged the bulky, injured brute out of it.  He was protesting, swinging at them, but Yergha landed a clean blow to the man’s face, which slowed him down.  He fell into a fit of sobbing, and then he began begging for something or someone in Czech.  Now the sobbing looked like blubbering.  He kept talking about his injured leg and pointing to his knee.

      Esty stood his ass up, then looked him over.  Using Esty’s phone, Atlas showed the man a picture of Leopold.  “If you’ve seen this man, say ‘yes.’  But first, understand that if you say ‘no,’ I’m going to kill you because we can’t have witnesses to the crimes we’re about to commit.  Nod if you understand.”

      Through tear-soaked eyes, the man nodded.  He was sniffling now, fully engaged in the struggle to regain his composure.

      “If you say ‘yes’ and you tell us what we want to hear, we will spare your life.  Do you understand?”

      The man leaned into Esty, who was holding him up because he could not take the weight on his damaged knee.

      “Yes,” the man said in English.  “I know him.”

      Atlas’ heart rate soared.

      Esty said, “Is he at the house you just came from?”

      The man nodded.

      “Who did this to you?” Atlas asked.

      “He did.”

      “Who?” Esty asked.

      “The man on the cell phone.”

      “Why?” Atlas asked.

      “Because my daughter was raped and killed by men like him,” he said with fresh tears and trembling jowls.

      Atlas looked at the man’s swollen knuckles.  They were black and blue, scraped, swollen.  “How long have you been beating on him?”

      “Days,” the man said, unashamedly.

      “Is he still alive?”

      “Barely.”

      Atlas smacked his face open-palm, the smack sounding like a gunshot that made both Yergha and Esty jump.  Kiera looked like she wanted to smile.

      “What did you do that for?” he asked, breathless.

      Atlas hit him again, this time harder.

      “You fucking idiot,” Atlas growled.  “This man is here to stop the kind of men who did this to your daughter.  The kind of men who are still doing this!”

      “No,” he said, his cheeks trembling, his eyeball red where Atlas had broken dozens of blood vessels.  “He said he want to”—he paused, looking at the women—“have sex with children.  He said he wanted to kill them.”

      “Of course he said that,” Atlas said.  “We’re trying to infiltrate a sex trafficking and snuff-film making ring.”

      “Why did he lie, then?” the man asked.

      “What’s your name?” Atlas asked.

      “Dolph.”

      Esty looked at his knuckles.  “You did this…hitting him?”

      Dolph looked away, unable to hold Esty’s eye.  Atlas saw that Esty was primed to go.  All Dolph had to do was anything, and Esty would unload on him.  But he didn’t do anything.  Not that it mattered to Esty.

      The damage was done.  All that remained was retaliation.

      Esty stepped away from the man, quickly drilling him with a solid shot to the ribcage.  Her fist connecting with his body was the sound of a skilled fighter drilling meat and bone.  The man gasped and started to fall, but not before he could eat another one of Esty’s sharp punches.  This one caught him flush on the cheek.

      He grabbed the car, started to gasp, and cry, but Atlas wasn’t alarmed.  He backed up and gave Esty room.

      She hit him over and over again, enough that Atlas could tell she had been working on her fight game.  She hit him fifteen or twenty times, then she looked at her bruised knuckles.  His face hung like a beaten tomato, blood drizzling out of several open cuts.

      She picked up his hand, looked at his knuckles, compared them to hers, and then she looked at him and said, “Almost.”

      So she kept going, and no one stopped her, not even when he fell over.  She knelt in front of his face, changing position.  Then she started again.

      At that point, every punch was Dolph grunting and the splattering of blood.  His face was pulped, his body battered, his will to fight gone completely.  She might as well be hitting and kicking a side of beef.

      Kiera finally stepped in and said, “Enough.”

      The man rolled over and looked up at her, and then he said, “They killed my daughter.”

      “I might still kill you,” Esty said, out of breath.  She tucked her right fist into the cup of her left hand to show that she meant business.  “You need to tell me all about your organization and you need to tell me now.”

      “The people I work with sell weed to a lot of people.”

      “Leopold wouldn’t get mixed up with a shitty outfit selling weed in Eastern Europe,” Esty said.

      “Central Europe,” Dolph muttered.

      Esty stomped on the side of his face.  The man rolled over in the dirt, crying and spitting.  Atlas walked over, put a foot on the hinge of the man’s injured leg, and applied pressure. The shrill sound of Dolph’s screaming was like someone gutting a hyena.

      “You’re not a weed organization,” Atlas said, letting off the leg.

      “No, no, we’ve been…we’ve had to get into...more specialized things.”

      “Such as?” he asked.

      “VK2 and VK3.”

      “What is VK2?” Kiera asked.  “That’s Vampire’s Kiss, right?  The adrenalized blood of children?”

      “Yes, but, VK2 and VK3 don’t contain children’s blood.  We wouldn’t do that.”

      “Is it human blood?” Atlas asked.

      He nodded.

      Esty knelt and looked him in his face.  “Did you take people to get this blood?”

      “Yes, but we’d take their blood while they were out cold.”

      “What did you use to take Leopold.”

      “Rohypnol, delivered on a kiss by a beautiful blonde.  This friend of yours likes women, but he said he likes girls, too.”

      “He took the date rape drug from a kiss?” Esty asked, disgusted.

      “He was talking about kids, and killing them, and that’s when I got involved.  I’m nobody, just a guy who cooks the books, as you Yankees say.”

      “What’s VK3?” Kiera asked.

      “Cocaine laced with dried blood and fentanyl.  It looks like a crushed candy cane, but the high…the high is like nothing you’ve ever experienced.”

      Kiera gave Atlas a forceful nudge, causing him to step out of the way.  Kiera dropped down, put her knee on the hinge of Dolph’s leg, then grabbed his ankle and pulled.  The man began screaming, his shrieking hitting all-new, bloodcurdling highs.

      Atlas heard the insides of his knee grinding and tearing, like the sound of meat being ripped off the bone through brute strength alone.  When Kiera finally let go and stood up, Atlas was looking at her with a million unasked questions in his eyes.

      He finally said, “Who are you, and what did you do with Kiera?”

      “That was a different girl,” she said.  “I’m meaner now.”

      “I guess,” he said, startled.

      He looked down at the man who was looking like he was convulsing with pain and he said, “Most people pass out by now.  It’s okay if you do the same.”

      So he did.

      “Back to the trunk?” Esty asked.

      Atlas and Yergha picked the man up and put him back in the trunk.  Esty looked at him and said, “If Leopold is dead, we’re going to gut every single one of them, their families, everyone they ever loved.”

      “Jeez, calm down,” Yergha said.

      Atlas looked at Kiera and said, “You just got everyone wound up when you jacked up Dolph’s leg.”

      “He hurt Leopold, so we hurt him,” Kiera said.  “I don’t see the problem.”

      “Exactly!” Esty said.  “Leopold is us.  And we protect us, Atlas.”

      “You two are scary as shit right now,” Yergha said looking back and forth between the women.  “I think after this, you both might need therapy.”

      “We all need therapy,” Atlas said.  “Blood therapy.  I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to go get Leopold.”

      The phone Atlas was carrying suddenly rang.  He thought it might be Cira, but it was Codrin calling him directly.  He picked up and said, “Well, this is unexpected.”

      “I wanted to call Cira, but I think this is something I don’t want to talk to her about.”

      “Okay, go,” Atlas said, looking around the abandoned lot.  All he saw were battered buildings and acres of garbage and overgrown brush.

      “Before Leopold went off the radar, he wanted me to help him get into a red room.”

      “Okay,” Atlas said, hesitant.

      “I found the red room where Sydney’s girls were put up for auction.  Leopold opened an account that the hosts of this site have since verified.”

      “He got an account with them?” Atlas asked, impressed.

      “Yeah,” Codrin said, slurping on a drink.  “He also put in several bids.”

      “To do what?” Atlas asked.

      “They’re killing kids, teenagers, some adults.”

      “He bid on that?”

      “Yeah,” Codrin said.  “He placed three different bids.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “We needed to transfer money to an escrow account.  This initiated a transaction that I was able to track.”

      The cool breeze continued to wash over him, bringing with it the mixed smells of dense nature and a rotting carcass.  Nature’s aroma should have calmed him, but he was still riled up from earlier.  He wanted to carry that animal hostility forward.  And he wasn’t kidding when he spoke of blood therapy.  It was good for everyone.

      Codrin, however, was telling him they were one step closer to finding Callie’s killers.  “Were you able to track down info on the escrow account itself?”

      “Yes,” the hacker said.  “It wasn’t a dead-end, but it didn’t get us all of the names we wanted.  The first name is Diana Todd and the other is Iván.  These are numbered accounts, so there are no digital records of this. They’re only on paper and only in the home branch under lock and key and tight security.  Our inside contact could only get these two pieces of information before almost being caught.”

      When Atlas got to the car, Yergha was in the driver’s seat, and the girls were in the back seat.  Everyone was buckled up and ready to go.  Atlas got into the passenger seat, closed the door, then put on his seatbelt.

      “Can you hang on?” Codrin asked.

      “No problem.”

      A moment later, he said, “I’ll call you right back.”

      “Okay,” Atlas said.

      Yergha took off, and after a few minutes, they passed the blue sedan they had pushed into the clearing.  If anyone had seen the abandoned car, they hadn’t approached it yet.

      “Slow down,” Atlas said as they passed the vehicle.

      Looking at it, Atlas was hopeful that, being this far away from the dense populous, no one had seen or heard the accident.  With sound suppressors on the pistols, they were able to deaden most of their activity, but this had still been done out in the open.

      “I think we’re good,” Kiera told him.

      Yergha continued to the house.

      “Go past it, turn around, stop just after the neighboring driveway,” Atlas said.  The phone rang.  He picked it up right away.  “Give me some good news, Codrin.”

      “Yes, sir,” the hacker said.  Atlas put the phone on speaker so the others could listen.  “I am in another auction right now.”

      “Okay,” Atlas said.

      “So, I told you we tracked the escrow account to a bank in Switzerland and a numbered account.  I just went into the original escrow account, and guess what?”

      “I don’t have time for games, Codrin,” Atlas said.

      He paused, then said, “Okay, yeah.”

      “Spit it out,” Atlas said.

      “I went back into the original escrow account, and there I found data blocks of only five transactions at a time.  The transactions correspond to a particular day, and no single day has more or less than five transactions.”

      “What does that mean?” Atlas asked.

      “It means that the five transactions belonged to the five people who were given the right to buy the snuff film.”

      “So?”

      “So, there should be six transactions,” Codrin said, taking a bite of something.  “Five who bought the snuff films and one who bought the actual kill.”

      “Are you saying there’s a different account for the winning bid?” Atlas asked.

      “I think so, yes.”

      “How do we find out?” he asked.

      Codrin stopped eating, falling quiet for a moment.  “We have to win the bid.”

      Atlas’ skin ran cold.

      “There has to be another way,” Esty said from the backseat.

      “There isn’t,” Codrin replied.  “This might be the only way to trace the money back to those hosting this event.  But it could also lead to more numbered accounts.”

      “What happens if we win the bid?” Atlas asked.

      “Someone is going to die, and Leopold is going to pay for it,” Codrin said.  “At least, he’ll be on the hook for it.”

      “Maybe they provide us with the account number and we won’t have to make the transfer,” Atlas said.

      “They will kick us out if we do that,” Codrin said.  “But, also…this is…these are kids, Atlas.  Do you really want to be part of this?”

      “Being part of the team isn’t easy,” Atlas growled.  “It requires morally strong people to sometimes do immoral things in the fight for a higher cause.”

      “What is the higher cause if we’re participating in this?” Codrin asked, swallowing.  “Because this is murder and torture we’re bidding on.”

      “We’re going to find these motherfuckers and we’re going to kill as many of them as possible,” Atlas said.  “That’s the higher cause.  It’s going to be sick, violent, and extremely messy.”

      “Hell yeah,” he heard Esty say from behind him.

      “Okay,” Codrin said softly.

      Atlas had remembered what Sydney had told him, that the dark web kill-site had girls for sale.  It was set up like a porno site with headshots of the children as well as body shots.  Some of these kids were clothed, Sydney had said, but others were not.

      “Is there another way?” Atlas asked.  “If we win the bid, is there another way not to do this and still not get kicked out?”

      “I’ll be thinking on that,” Codrin said.

      Sydney had said that currency-based numbers showed up in a sort of counter inside the boxes and that those numbers were active to a point.  These were the bids.

      “Is there anything else?” Atlas asked.

      “I just hack stuff, you know?” Codrin said.  “I find data, work through systems, firewalls, antivirus software.”

      “You are now a part of something far greater than just yourself or your interests, Codrin.  You are now in the business of saving lives.”

      “It’s strange to think like that,” he said.  “I’m an independent contractor.”

      “This is how we put a permanent stop to the killing of innocents,” Atlas said.  “It’s either that or your soul will be dirty for all of eternity because you didn’t try.”

      He heard the man gulp into the phone.

      “Not all bids represent the day’s murder,” Codrin said.  “I have to pick a child.  Maybe less than the normal amount of bids come in, and they announce a winner a day or two early.  But maybe we bid on a kid who is getting a lot of interest and it takes longer?  I don’t know.”

      “This is our only lead, Codrin,” Atlas said, leveling with the hacker.  “You’re on the team and you’re the guy running down the field with the ball.  I don’t want to put this pressure on you, but you doing this will likely be the only thing that might stop these people.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.  You aren’t looking at these kids like I am.”  The hacker was hitting walls, which worried Atlas.

      “If you knew what I do, and you compare it to what you do, trust me, son, you’d choose your seat any day of the week.”

      “It’s true,” Kiera said.

      “Okay,” Codrin replied.  “But I can’t decide on how to…you know…”

      Atlas didn't take long to answer.

      “Chainsaw,” he said.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Stop!” Atlas barked.

      He was fuming, unhinged, and soon he’d be frothing at the mouth.  He had to calm down, peel back from this, control himself.

      He’s on our team, he reminded himself.

      He closed his eyes and let himself think of Keegan White raping Alabama, giving her a baby, ruining Atlas and Jade’s lives.  If he wanted to find his girl, he would need to do this and do it right. That meant keeping himself under control.

      “If you want to stay on this team, Codrin, if you want to matter,” Atlas said, “you will do what I tell you to do, okay?”

      “Okay,” Codrin finally said.  “I’ve got the ball.  I’m going to run down the field.”

      “Sometimes being part of the team means shutting up and doing exactly what you’re told,” Atlas said, rubbing his temples.

      “He already said he’d do it,” Esty said from the back seat.

      “He’s right, though,” Codrin said.  “You are telling me to do this, so I will do this.”

      “Good man,” Atlas said.

      When he hung up, Kiera reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder.  Atlas felt a calming energy pass through him as if he was somehow being pulled off that ledge.  He turned and looked at Kiera’s perfectly expressionless face.  Then he gave her a nod of appreciation.

      “Okay,” Atlas said.  “Let’s go get Leopold.”

      “What’s the ROE,” Esty asked.  “Have you even thought about that?”

      “The rules of engagement are that we kill our way into the house,” Atlas said.  “These are drug dealers, so we put them down with extreme prejudice.”

      “And when we’re inside?” Yergha asked.

      “Secure the perimeter, find Leopold.  If we can’t find him, we’ll keep one or two hostages alive in case he was moved off-site or taken somewhere else like…I don’t know…maybe a hole cut inside of a wall, or to another location.”

      “We’ll find him,” Kiera said.  “But I’m with Atlas.  When we find him, everyone dies.”

      Only Yergha seemed to think twice about this.
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      The team cut through the woods, moving quickly and keeping their noise to a minimum.  When the house came into view, they saw a handful of armed guards.  Was this a smaller outfit, or were they that confident that they would not be hit?  There was nothing industrial-looking about the location, so maybe it wasn’t a drug factory.  And if it was, one could run a shady organization out of their basement in America, so it would stand to reason that anyone could do the same thing anywhere.  But if there were no drugs there, if this was just one of the dealers’ homes, then it would make sense to see limited security.

      The team maintained their cover, moving through the woods around the back of the house.  Yergha and Kiera took the far side of the house, at the edge of the trees.  They had twenty yards of open ground to cross to get to the house.  From where she and Yergha were positioned, Kiera held up three fingers, indicating three guards.

      Atlas held up two fingers.  He and Esty had ten yards to cross to take out only two men.

      The problem was that the guards were armed with AK-47s, and the team could not afford for anyone to fire a single shot.  They still didn’t know the size of the security contingent operating inside the house.

      To keep the element of surprise, they had to move fast, maybe faster than possible with only one suppressed weapon between them.  Yergha was carrying the Glock and was going to be responsible for two kills.  Kiera said she was fine going in silent.  Meaning she could move and kill quickly without discharging a weapon.

      If she could pull that off, Atlas thought, he would be impressed.  Then again, he was already impressed with the girl.

      Kiera and Yergha moved into the clearing.  This was the sign.

      “Go,” Atlas whispered to Esty.

      Both of them had their weapons out, hoping not to use them.  They proceeded forward, taking fast, silent steps.  The guards were split, the window of opportunity tight.  Esty’s man saw her coming up on him.  She was five feet away and forced to put on a sudden burst of speed.

      Atlas was farther from his man, but if Esty was going, then he was going, too.  His target turned and saw them both.  The guard was wheeling his weapon around when Atlas charged him at full speed.  He dove forward, praying the guard didn’t get his AK-47 there in time.

      Their bodies collided, and the barrel of the guard’s weapon bumped against Atlas’ side.  Both of them crashed to the ground.  The weapon didn’t clear him, and the man didn’t shoot, which meant they were about to have a fistfight.  The guard immediately began working Atlas, shifting position, using whatever years of wrestling or jiu-jitsu he had to try to gain the mount.  When he tried to pull guard, Atlas head-butted him in his nose, flattening it.  The man was professional.  He managed to keep the mount, which meant he wasn’t thinking about the broken nose.  Atlas shifted position, snuck in a leg, shifted his grip on the man, then kicked out and rolled him over.  After reversing mount, he flattened himself against the man, turning his head sideways while the man tried to punch him from below.

      Atlas worked an arm in between them, then he used his forearm to smother the man’s mouth.  With his nose already broken, the guard was about to have a hard time breathing.  The man tried jerking his head back and forth, but Atlas kept his position secure, using body dynamics and physics to finish the job.

      Atlas shifted his weight, leaning on his forearm to the point where the guard couldn’t free his airways, and he couldn’t breathe.  With blood running down his throat, he started to gag, and then choke, and then panic.

      He and Atlas were positioned practically eye-to-eye, both men looking at each other from inches away.  When the fight in the man died out, Atlas pushed off him, then punched him in the throat, just in case.

      “You want to kick him, too?” Esty asked from behind him.

      He got to his feet and said, “Let’s go.”

      “Just waiting on you, slowpoke,” Esty teased.

      They quickly made their way into the back of the house, and that was when they heard a volley of gunfire break out.  When Atlas entered the main living room, he found a defensive unit comprised of three guards trying to hold the front entry.  One guard was hiding behind the kitchen island; two more sought cover behind the couch.

      Kiera and Yergha fired from the doorway, providing Atlas and Esty the cover of noise and distraction.  None of the guards heard Atlas and Esty come in behind them.

      Atlas shot the guards behind the couch while Esty took out the one behind the island.

      Yergha and Kiera moved into the house, Kiera heading upstairs with Yergha while Atlas and Esty cleared the first floor.

      They found the homeowner in the master bedroom.  The second Atlas pushed open the door double-aught buckshot blasted the doorway, splinters flying everywhere.

      The shooter racked another load.

      “Knock, knock, motherfucker,” Esty said, her face like some sort of twisted circus freak.  She was enjoying this.

      “We can’t kill this one,” Atlas said.

      “I’ll go first to draw his fire,” Esty said.  “You get a gun on him fast, then I’ll cover your six.”

      Another gunshot shook the wall.

      The sound of the man racking a load told them he wasn’t using a semi-auto shotgun, which meant he and Esty had a split second to get in and get control.

      Atlas fired two rounds into the bed where the man was hiding, provoking the man’s next shot.  The second the double-aught tore up more of the door and the wall behind them, Esty rolled in and fired three quick shots, beating the man as he racked the next round.

      He turned to fire on Esty, who now had cover.  The boom of his shotgun was Atlas’ signal to go.  He flowed in fast, gun up and firing.  He popped off two rounds, but the shooter ducked down and racked his next load.  By then, Atlas was on him.

      “Move and you die,” he growled, the gun pointed at the older man’s head.  From where he hid on the side of the bed, he looked up at Atlas but didn’t say anything.  “Yeah, you understand me just fine, don’t you, asshole?”

      “This is my house,” he hissed.

      “And you have my friend hostage here,” Atlas replied.

      Esty was suddenly on the bed, gun trained on the man.  “We want him back, and we want him now.  Give us what we want, and we’ll kill you quickly, but if you make it hard on us, we’ll make your death slow and painful.  We’ll start cutting off pieces of you.  An ear, a nose, your eyelids.”

      “Who’s your friend?” the man asked.

      “Leopold Wentworth.”

      If the name registered, the man didn’t show it.  He seemed to be weighing his options.  Atlas needed to move fast now that they’d lost the element of surprise.  If any of the surrounding neighbors heard them and called the police, this could be a problem.  If a guard was taking a shit and no one knew about it, they could potentially have an even darker situation.

      “Leopold injured a man’s leg.  We took him, and he told us everything.  I believe his name is Dolph.  Plus, we have a record of your search—specifically those inquiries about Leopold’s associates.”

      “I’m Estella Baccarin, by the way,” Esty said with a smile.

      He looked up at her and said, “I know.”

      “We also have Fitrat’s cell phone records,” Atlas added.  “She called you to let you know about Leopold, which means you need to tell us where he is, or I starting taking you apart.”

      “He is in the basement,” the man finally said.

      “Is he alive?” Atlas asked.  This was the question he had to ask, but he was afraid that he would hear the wrong answer.

      “Yes,” he said begrudgingly.

      “If he’s dead,” Esty said, “I’m going to pull out your eyeballs with a rusty spoon.”

      “He is not in good shape,” the man warned.

      “How many guards do you have on the premises?” Atlas asked.

      “Ten total.”

      “Including the men who took Dolph to the hospital?”

      “Yes.”

      Atlas did the math, and it all added up.  Esty did the math as well.  All ten members of his security staff were dead.

      “Act as if he’s lying,” Atlas said, knowing what Esty was thinking.

      “Looks like someone’s learning,” Esty said, tapping his shoulder.  “What about you?”

      “You grab Leopold, I’ll walk this sorry bitch out of here,” Atlas said.  He took the man’s shotgun from him and said, “On your feet, butthole.”

      The man complied.  Esty took off.

      “I understand that you deal drugs,” Atlas said.  The man was silent.  “Why did you take Leopold?”

      “He hurts children,” the man said.

      “Did he tell you that?” Atlas asked.  “Did you hear him say that out of his mouth?”

      “Fitrat told me, and yes, I heard him.”

      “She was mistaken,” Atlas said.  “We hunt people who hurt children.  We don’t hurt them.  We save them.  Leopold told you what he thought you needed to hear for him to penetrate your operation.  Because you took him, he probably believed you were traffickers, too.”

      “I don’t believe a word you have said,” the man spat.

      “When you go into the main house and see that all of your men are dead, your operation is burned, and you’re about to die an immediate death, you can reflect on this moment.”

      “Perhaps I could have listened to what he was saying when we were knocking out his teeth.”

      “Did he try to tell you anything?” Atlas asked, ignoring the man’s bait for now.

      “When Leopold said he didn’t hurt children, after telling us he wanted to have sex with them and then kill them, we assumed he was lying.  Men will always lie when caught in a trap.  Do you blame me, you American asshole?”

      “We hunt child killers,” Atlas said, enunciating each word.  “Now, tell me about your operation.”

      “We started with weed, but now we mostly sell VK2 and VK3.”

      “VK2 is…?”

      “Blood and cocaine.”

      “And VK3?”

      “Blood, cocaine, and fentanyl.”

      This jived with what Dolph had told them.  “Are you using kids’ blood?”

      “No!” he said, shocked.  “We get…donations…from adults.”

      “Get up,” he said.

      The man gracelessly got to his feet.  Atlas walked him into the living room then threw him to the floor.  He landed wrong, falling flat on his stomach.  From there, he turned over and looked up at Atlas, his face ashen.

      “What is your name?” Atlas asked.

      “Ansel Werich.”

      Kiera came and stood next to Atlas, looking down at Ansel.  She had blood spatter all over her face and hands.

      “Any of that blood yours?” Atlas asked.

      She didn’t take her eyes off Ansel, but in response to Atlas, she shook her head.

      A moment later, there was a shuffle of feet and some noise.  Esty and Yergha were walking Leopold out of Ansel’s basement.

      Atlas turned and saw his friend and employer.  He tried not to wince at the sight of the man, but it was tough.  Leopold was busted teeth, broken bones, cuts, and bruises.

      The fires inside of him raged.

      If not for Ansel kidnapping Leopold, the team might have been able to stop the auctions several days earlier.  That meant that Ansel Werich was directly responsible for the death of children, which made him involuntarily complicit in the murders.

      He looked back to Ansel.  Grinding his teeth, rolling his neck, Atlas seethed, his eyes burning holes in the man.

      “You promised,” Ansel said, a wet spot forming in his pants.

      To Ansel, Esty said, “If you can get us into a doctor and a dentist and quick, we will forgive you for what you did to him.”

      Leopold glanced at Esty with the eye that wasn’t swollen shut, and it looked like he didn’t want to forgive anyone.

      Ansel said, “I need my phone.”

      Yergha gave it to the man.  Atlas held his pistol to Ansel’s head as he made the requisite calls.  When Ansel was done, he said he got Leopold in with a private nurse, and then he gave them the woman’s name, address, and contact information.  The dentist would be a much longer wait, though.

      When he was done, Ansel looked up at Atlas and said, “We made a deal, right?  I kept my end of the bargain.”

      “Yes, we did,” Atlas said, those fires still burning bright.

      “You will honor it then?” he asked.

      Esty smiled.  “Of course, he will.  We forgive you for what you did to Leopold.”

      “But we can’t forgive you for dealing drugs,” Atlas said.  “Not when they’re laced with blood and fentanyl.”

      Leopold stepped forward, hobbling on weak legs.  He looked starved and beaten as if he was knocking on death’s door.  His mouth was still bleeding, but that didn’t stop him from speaking to Ansel.  “I don’t forgive you.”

      Esty handed the broken man her pistol while Atlas held Ansel tight enough to keep him balanced.

      “You promised!” Ansel screamed.  He tried to squirm, but Atlas hit him four or five times, beating the fight out of him.

      Leopold was shaky and couldn’t quite hold the gun.  For a second, Atlas was afraid he might miss Ansel and shoot him.

      “Wait,” Atlas said as Ansel continued to struggle.

      He grabbed the man by the shorthairs, cranked his head sideways, then delivered a downward blow to the man’s collar bone, breaking it.

      Ansel howled in pain, but it was not enough for Atlas, so he hit the broken collar bone with another ferocious shot.

      Leopold glanced over at Atlas for a moment.  He smiled very slightly, blood drizzling out of a cut-open lip, a face full of black and blue.  He said, “Thank you for finding me.”

      “I hope you would do the same for me,” Atlas said.

      Leopold nodded.  “I would.”

      And then Leopold raised the weapon to the man’s head and used his middle finger (which was not broken) to fire three rounds into the douchebag’s face.

      Ansel Werich died a grisly death.

      “As much as I would have loved to drag his suffering out, we must leave,” Leopold said.  “I don’t feel so well.”

      Kiera grabbed the keys to a large SUV parked around the side of the house.  This was an ordinary-looking vehicle, but it was also something they could fit into comfortably.  Atlas and Yergha gathered up the dead men’s weapons and the extra ammo.  They also confiscated several knives and the men’s wallets.

      “I’ll grab the rental if you want to drop me off,” Yergha said.

      The compact sedan was already hammered in front from when they rammed the blue sedan, so it wasn’t like Esty was worried Yergha would dent or scratch it.  At that point, they’d probably burn the car anyway.  As Leopold had done in El Paso, he would donate to the rental car company matching the replacement value of the missing car.  He called it good karma.

      Back at the rental car, Atlas opened the trunk and pulled the injured man out.  He sat Dolph on his butt in the middle of the road and stepped back.  The big man was crying and scared and looking at all of them like they were the devil’s spawn.

      “We would kill you if you had not suffered already for your daughter,” Atlas said.

      “Are you truly hunting sex traffickers?” Dolph asked.

      Having heard the question, Leopold got out of the SUV and faced the man.  “This is what we do,” Leopold told his attacker.  “They are good at it, but admittedly, I am not.  You taught me that lesson.  So, thank you.”

      Dolph curled forward and started to cry.  “I’m sorry,” he said, blubbering.  “I just have so much hate.”

      “I understand,” Leopold said.  “I really do.”

      “So, you’re not going to kill me?”

      “No,” Leopold said.  “But we are going to leave you here.”

      “Is anyone…alive back…back there?” Dolph asked.

      “Everyone is dead,” Esty said.  “So, if there is anything you want or need, take what you can, and then get that knee fixed.”

      “I shouldn’t have done those things to you,” Dolph said to Leopold.  “I’m…I’m sorry.”

      “I forgive you, but only because of Helena,” Leopold said, and then he limped back to the SUV where Esty helped him inside.

      Atlas said, “We have your driver’s license and your home address.  If we find that you have anything to do with dealing drugs or cooking drug dealers’ books again, we will come back and kill you.”

      He said this calmly, unflinchingly, and sincerely.  Dolph seemed to appreciate Leopold’s desire to let him live.  He would not have done the same thing.

      “I am an accountant,” he said as if, somehow, that made him a better person, “not a drug dealer.”

      “Take whatever cash or possessions Ansel has left, then burn the house,” Atlas said.  “If you do that, we’ll be square.  Can you do that?”

      “Burn it?” Dolph asked.

      “Leave any drugs that may be there but take anything else of value, then go and live a clean life.”

      “I will,” the man said, sincerely.

      They left Dolph sitting in the dirt like a big dumb baby, and then they caravanned back to Prague.  They followed Ansel’s directions to the nurse’s private home then sat in the living room while she cared for Leopold.  She suggested he get to a hospital, but they had different plans for the man.  They needed to get him back to America to his doctor and his dentist.  But first, he needed to rest and recuperate.  Ethan would take care of that.

      Atlas stepped outside and called Cira.

      “Atlas?”

      “We have him,” he said.

      She broke down on the phone and said, “Oh, thank God!”

      “He’s in bad shape, Cira.  He might not have lasted the night, not with what he was going through.”

      “It’s that bad?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry to say, but yes.”

      “Well, you saved his life,” she said.

      “We all did,” he countered.  “But if you hadn’t gotten us all here, he would not be alive.  So, the truth is, you saved his life.”

      “Are the others okay?” she asked.

      “The team is fine.”

      “And the people who did this to Leopold?”

      “This is what I love about this job.  There are no greased palms, no favors to call in, and no political persuasions taken into account.  The bad people just die.”

      “How does that strike you as a former police officer?” she asked.

      “You picked now to ask me this?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry; I’m just so overwhelmed right now.  I was terrified we would find him dead, or worse.”

      Atlas smiled.  It was a reasonable answer.

      “There’s no corrupt judicial system, no messing around with processing, no public defender needed, and no need for a jail cell or prison,” he said, answering her question.  “A knife does the job for free, or you pay $2 for a bullet, and justice is served for less than half a cup of coffee at Starbuck’s.  So, all in all, I feel pretty great about it.”

      “So long as they are, in fact, the bad people.”

      “That’s where experience matters.  A guy like me can look in these people’s eyes and know one thing: they are not redeemable.  That makes pulling the trigger easy.”

      “I guess so,” she said.  “The fact that you can so easily take a life sort of makes you scary, truth be told.”

      “Scary for them,” he said.  “Every life taken is a dozen lives saved.  When we hunt these monsters, we force ourselves to find bad people doing worse things to good people.  By killing them, we save lives.  So, technically, we’re not killers. We save lives.  I save lives, Cira.  That’s what we’re doing here, is it not?”

      “It is,” she said.  Then: Codrin said he spoke with you about a lead?”

      “We’re bidding in the red room now.”

      “Did you say a red room?”

      “Yes,” Atlas said.

      “Oh, God.”

      “Yeah.”

      This was what Atlas didn’t want to think about.  Codrin was using Leopold’s account to win a bid, a bid to kill a child.

      Swallowing hard, he said, “We need to get Leopold back home right away.”

      “I’ll call the pilot and have him come to Prague.  If he’s this bad, then he’ll need the right people.  Ethan can pick him up and get him to the hospital.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.  Because he can’t stay here, not looking like he is.  He’ll need a dentist, too.  In addition to broken bones, he had several teeth knocked out.  He’s got a lot of healing to do before life is going to return to any semblance of normal.”

      “I’m scared to see him,” she said.

      “Just call the pilot, Cira.”

      “Consider it done.”
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      “I don’t know why you didn’t just go to the Four Seasons,” Cira said to Leopold when she saw him.  He was all bandages, ointments, and splints.  She was scared to hug him, but she looked like she wanted to anyway.

      Atlas could see the emotion on her face, and he could see Leopold’s reaction to it.  He’d have to talk with Cira again about not showing emotion during difficult situations.

      “He insisted on coming here first,” Yergha said.  “I tried to take him to the hotel, but he threatened me with insubordination.”

      “It’s true,” Leopold said.

      Cira got up and hugged him lightly but generously.

      “I was so scared for you,” she said so that only she, Leopold, and Atlas could hear her.

      “You got everyone here,” Leopold said, looking at Atlas.  “And you helped save me.  I wasn’t going to make it, Cira.  You and the team saved me.”

      “This is a great group,” Cira said.

      “Yes, but you got everyone here,” Leopold said again.  “There is a tremendous amount of significance to this.  It means you were ready, but it also means you were worthy of leading this team in times of crisis.”

      “Are you out of the mercenary game then?” Atlas asked.

      He shook his head, then said, “I just need to think back on this catastrophic failure of mine, see if I can learn something.  After that, I’ll get back on the horse.  Then again, I may not want back on, not in a hands-on capacity.  But the mission is firm, just as much now as it has always been.  Maybe more so.  We are hunters, we are killers, and we save lives through extra-judicial force.”

      “Hell, yeah,” Atlas said.

      Codrin called Cira’s phone.  She picked up and said, “We got him, Codrin.  Because of your good work, we got him back.”

      “Wait, he’s back?” Codrin asked, excited.  “You have him?”

      “Yeah, alive and in one piece,” Cira said.

      “That’s so good to hear,” the hacker said.  “Can I talk to him?”

      She looked over at Leopold, who nodded.  She put the phone on speaker, then held it close to Leopold’s face.

      “You’re on speakerphone, Codrin,” Cira said.  “He can hear you.”

      “Leopold,” Codrin said, not chewing or gulping anything.  “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m not okay, but I’m not dead, so that’s good,” he said, almost out of gas.  “Have you made any progress on the red rooms?”

      “I was calling to talk to Atlas or Cira about that,” Codrin said.  “But I’m happy to relate the news to you directly.  I mean, the news is shit and bad for my soul, but Atlas gave me advice I’m following.”

      “Which is what?” Leopold asked, glancing at Atlas.

      “He told me to suck it up and be part of the team,” Codrin said.  “I hope that you feel that I am part of this team.”

      “I do,” Leopold said.  “After what I’ve heard, I see how instrumental you have been.”

      “Thank you,” he said, touched.  The noise he was making might have been sniffling.  “It gets lonely doing this, even though I hate most people.  And though most things people do annoy me, I’m glad to be part of something bigger than just myself.”

      “What is happening with the red room?” Atlas asked.

      There was a pause, then, “We won the bid.”

      “What is the manner of death?” Leopold asked.

      Kiera got up and went into the other room.  Cira looked like she wanted to leave but thought better of it.  What they were doing was horrible but necessary.  Leopold saw this when they told him what they had Codrin do, but he was in too bad a shape to argue.

      “Chainsaw,” Codrin said, not a trace of enthusiasm to be found.

      There ensued the longest moment of silence Atlas had ever experienced.  Visions of how bad this was going to be formed in his mind, and for a minute, Atlas thought he was going to pass out.  In the background, it almost sounded like Codrin was starting to choke up, to maybe cry.

      “Who is the victim?” Cira asked, her voice shaky.

      “The 7-year-old boy,” Codrin said, his voice changing.  When he next spoke, it was soft and solemn.  “I wish I could go with you and kill these monsters.”

      “Is there any way we can stop the killing of this boy?” Atlas asked.

      “It is already done,” Codrin said, his voice breaking.  “But that is where I have news that may ease our collective conscience.”

      “Go ahead,” Atlas said.

      “I did not pay with your money.  We got kicked out and our account was shut down for failure to pay, but I was able to hack another member’s account.”

      “How did you do that?” Cira asked.

      “I have been digging,” he said.  “I’ve been digging deep.”

      “So you still have access to the room?” Atlas asked.

      “Yes,” Codrin replied.

      “What about the boy?” Leopold asked.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Did you watch it?” Atlas asked.

      In the background, the man’s sniffling became a jumping in his throat, then a strangled gasp, and then the line went dead.  Cira was crying already, and even Atlas had fallen unnaturally still.  Leopold took a seat but couldn’t hold anyone’s eyes.

      Esty slammed a fist down on the table so hard it sounded like a gunshot in the room.  Everyone jumped.

      Codrin called back.  Cira put him on speakerphone again.  “I’m sorry that…I’m sorry, Leopold.  If you don’t want me on the team because of that...”

      “Because this shook you?” Leopold asked.

      “Yes,” Codrin said.  “And because I recorded it.”

      “Why?” Cira asked.

      “Just in case,” he said.  “I needed to have this because I wasn’t sure if I could get in and ghost out without being seen.  This is leverage.”  When everyone was silent, he said, “Do you realize what I just told you all?  I recorded it.”

      “So?” Yergha asked.

      “You can’t record these things, but I did.  I got through the software and burned an HD copy.”

      “Where is the video file?” Atlas asked.

      “Parked in Leopold’s inbox with the other data files.”

      “I’ll need access to that video,” Atlas said.

      “Why?” Cira turned and asked.

      “Because I’m going to watch it,” Atlas replied.  His heart was shaking.  He wanted to punch something, everything.

      Cira looked at him funny.  “Why would you do that?”

      “I’m going to put gas in my gas tank for when I get ahold of these people.”

      “Me, too,” Esty said through gritted teeth.

      Kiera stood in the doorway and said, “I will kill them with you.”

      Atlas stood up and looked at the young assassin.  “We’re not going to kill them, Kiera.  We’re going to do things to their bodies no human being should do to another.  Killing them is only the beginning.  We’re going to send a message to every single one of these sacks of shit.  If you fuck with kids, we will find you, we will gut you, and then we will splatter your insides all over the streets like chum off the back of a fishing boat.”

      “I have something else to take the edge off,” Codrin said.

      Atlas’ phone pinged.  He looked down and saw he had an email.  He opened it, and it was a list of names and addresses.

      “What is this?” Atlas asked Codrin.

      “The account number I got from winning the bid was a gold mine,” Codrin said after hearing Atlas’ phone ping.

      “Oh, my God,” he said.

      He turned his phone and showed Cira and Leopold a list of names and information.

      “These aren’t small-time criminals,” Codrin said as Atlas scanned the names, addresses, and occupations.  “One of these guys is a crooked district attorney, and another is a German hotel magnate worth $1.2 billion.”

      “Diana Todd,” he said aloud.  That was the first full name on the numbered account.

      “Lawyers and billionaires,” Yergha whispered almost under his breath.  He had been quiet so far, which made Atlas start to wonder what he thought of the methods they had used to get to this point in the investigation.

      “We’ve got a billionaire socialite and a film director, too,” Atlas said.  “This is about as well-rounded as it gets.  Oh, and here’s an interesting match.  The district attorney was a former deputy in the parliament.”

      “A politician,” Yergha said as he stood up.  There was a new light in his eyes, one that brightened his entire being.

      Everyone looked at Yergha.  The look on his face was like he’d won the lottery.  All he had ever wanted was to kill dirty politicians.  Now, after everything that had happened, they all wanted that for him.

      “Yergha gets first right of refusal on the DA,” Leopold said.

      Esty said, “I’m not opposed to this idea, but I just want clarification.  Are we going to start killing politicians and government hacks?”

      “Don’t ask dumb questions, Esty,” Yergha said, excited.  He might have shed a tear over Leopold’s generosity.  If he didn’t, Atlas felt like he should have.

      Another email pinged on Atlas’ phone, this one marked SPECIAL.

      “Bonus Round,” Codrin said.

      Atlas opened the email and saw only the two most important words of this entire trip: Callie’s Executioner.

      “Holy shit,” he said under his breath.

      Could this be?

      Atlas opened the attachment, and that was when he saw the beast in leathers.  He was holding a bloody chainsaw.  Atlas felt the cold chill of revulsion charge through him, but then a surge of excitement crackled through him like thunder.  Beside him, Cira looked down, saw the man as well, and she took a sharp breath.

      “He’s the one?” she asked.

      Kiera walked over.  Atlas showed her the executioner.  He was the man with the chainsaw, the psycho who butchered Callie.  She had seen him in the video at Russell Lumley’s house.

      “I want him,” Esty said, suddenly in the huddle.

      “I want him, too,” Atlas said.

      Esty looked at Atlas and said, “He’s not a small man.”

      “There will be enough for all of us,” Atlas said.  “But we’ll need to check out this list of names, see if we can work our way to the top of this food chain.”

      “We already have a lot,” Esty said.  “I mean, aren’t these five names the top of the food chain?”

      “Atlas and I will take Leopold to the airport,” Cira said, “and then we’ll start looking into these monsters.”

      “You two are going to have sex, too,” Esty said.

      Leopold lowered his head, and Atlas didn’t know what to say.  Cira just froze.

      “What the hell, Esty?” Cira finally said.

      “Leopold already knows,” she said.  “Everyone knows.”

      “But, still…”

      “It’s stupid that I’m jealous that you get to do him,” she said.  I haven’t been laid in like nine days.  And with him, it’ll be like prison sex without the prison.”

      “It’s not like that,” Cira said.

      “Bullshit.”

      Atlas was smart enough to know that the two women weren’t fighting over him; Esty just needed an outlet for all that violent anxiety still churning inside of her.

      “I’m not going to mention a threesome,” Atlas said, putting both hands up in mock surrender.  “But that doesn’t mean one of you can’t mention it first.”

      Leopold tried not to laugh; Kiera walked away.  Yergha took a step in their direction, his interest suddenly piqued.

      “Yes,” Esty said while at the same time Cira said, “Hell, no.”

      “I tried?” Atlas said, looking at Esty.

      Cira hit his arm, and then she said, “It looks like we’re only working now.”

      “What?” Atlas asked, cradling his arm.

      “We’re going,” Cira said as she helped Leopold stand.

      “If there’s anyone who needs to get laid,” Esty said looking at the door that Kiera had just closed, “it’s our little assassin.  Poor thing.  She probably doesn’t even know what a dick looks like, or how it feels.  Then again, she knows you two, so she knows exactly what two dicks look like.”

      Cira laughed, but Atlas and Yergha exchanged glances.  “She doesn’t mean us, does she?” Yergha asked.

      “Stop talking like that, Esty,” Atlas said.  “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      “Pussy,” Esty grumbled.  “And to think I almost fucked you.”

      “You didn’t even get close,” Cira said.

      “Can we please just go?” Leopold asked with a weary grin.

      Esty waved a hand and walked away.  “Enjoy your prison sex, Blondie.”

      They took a cab to the hotel, where they packed Leopold’s things.  After that, they headed to the airport where the pilot was preparing the plane.

      “Sorry to cut your vacation short,” Cira said to the pilot.

      “I’m at your disposal, ma’am,” he said.  Then he looked at Leopold and paused.  “Oh, Mr. Wentworth…what happened?”

      “I ran into a door, fell down the stairs, and then rolled off a cliff,” he said.  Atlas helped Leopold into the G650, situated him in his seat, and then he asked him if he would be okay.

      “I’ll be fine, Atlas,” he said.  He looked up with his good eye and smiled.  “I have so much more respect for what you do now.  You have no idea.”

      “Well, now we know you’re fearless,” Atlas said.  “You’ll feel like shit while you heal, but when your 100%, you’ll want to get back out in the field.”

      “Maybe,” Leopold said.

      “Give it time,” Atlas said.  “Just focus on getting better.  We’ll get things handled here, and we’ll do things according to Sydney Fox’s requests.”

      Leopold nodded, his energy waning fast.

      Cira said goodbye to her friend and employer, tried not to cry in his presence, and then they departed the jet, got back in the cab, and returned to the hotel.  She cried all the way there.  He held her hand and let her cry.

      When they arrived at the hotel room, Cira kicked off her shoes, took her hair down, then untucked her shirt and removed her bra without removing the shirt.

      “I’m sorry for breaking down,” she said.  “It’s just…to see a human body in that bad a shape reminds me that we are such fragile creatures.”

      “This job is not without its risks, Cira.”

      “I know,” she said.  She switched gears without warning.  “We need to see if we can get to the top of the food chain with these names Codrin sent us.  All five of these assholes are likely to have top-notch security.  We’ll have to catch them away from their homes and offices.”

      “Codrin can run live-time surveillance on them, right?” Atlas asked.

      “Yeah, but not on multiple targets,” Cira said.

      He thought about it awhile, and then he took off his shoes and socks and untucked his shirt.  “I like having Codrin as part of the team.  It means less looking and more killing.”

      Cira pushed the laptop aside, then she took off her shirt, freeing her breasts.  “You know, Esty was right about the prison sex,” she said.  “There’s an urgency to your lovemaking that I find completely thrilling.”

      “Part of that is me needing you,” he said, taking off his shirt.

      “I need you to need me, then,” she said.  “Right now.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he grinned.
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      Several days later… Leopold had arrived back home, where Ethan was helping him attend to his injuries, which left Cira in charge of the op with Atlas as her sounding board. Despite Leopold’s need to recover, he had promised Cira that he would always answer the phone and that he was always there for her. This gave her encouragement, but it also gave her a measure of confidence to move this operation forward.

      For the last few days, they had been studying their list of targets and keeping an eye on local news, checking for any updates on the deaths of Ansel Werich and his crew. So far, all that was being reported was that six people had perished in a house fire.  The possibility of foul play had not been ruled out.  

      “What about the sedan?” Cira asked Atlas.  He shrugged his shoulders.  “You stuffed two dead bodies in the trunk, didn’t you?”

      “The story hasn’t changed, Cira,” Atlas said.

      She shook her head, dumbfounded.  “Do you think they will bury the story of the house fire and the dead guys in the trunk just to protect their crime stats?”

      “I can’t see that happening,” Atlas said.  “If anything, this should motivate us to move faster.  Let’s just play this tight and assume the authorities are keeping public details of the investigation close to the vest.”

      “We have our targets now,” Cira said.  “I know you said you can’t rush things, but the clock is ticking.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “Codrin moves pretty fast, but if he doesn’t have surveillance on these people yet, do we have to wait?”

      “The timing on this is delicate,” Atlas said, “but it’s also making me antsy.”

      “Antsy doesn’t even begin to cover it,” she said.

      They had taken the leash off of Codrin and told him to go after the top five people on the list with a vengeance.  Codrin was able to hack the five targets’ email accounts.  He was also able to locate their itineraries, including critical information on their security details.

      Then Codrin sent out a group text: IT’S TIME. TARGET PACKS READY. SENDING PRIMARY FILES TO CIRA. FIRST UP – MORITZ.

      They were going to kill the first of the five targets in broad daylight, just as Sydney Fox requested.  And then they were going to go on a lightning-quick killing spree, taking out all five of their targets in a 12-hour window.  It was ambitious, for sure, but this was the job.

      “We said we had to move fast,” Atlas said, looking at the itinerary.

      “This is freaking fast,” Cira said, worried.
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        * * *

      

      Before the team left for La Degustation—which was widely regarded as one of the finest restaurants in all of Prague—Atlas sat down with Cira.  He wanted to talk about the speed with which they would have to move to stay ahead of Prague’s police.

      “According to Leopold,” Atlas said, “we are to dispense of these vermin in a very public, very violent way.  This was Sydney Fox’s request, and I’m anxious to follow that request to a T.  That means that when we leave here, we need to know that 12-hour itinerary inside out, and we need all five dossiers complete and ready to go.  I know I said this has to be fast; I know I’ve practically beaten that horse to death, but it has to be super-fast.  Speed keeps us alive.  Speed bumps will get us arrested or killed.”

      “I get it.  I have the dossiers prepared.  Yergha has the hammer and nails.  If everyone is armed and makes their shots, we should be able to operate swiftly and seamlessly.”

      “Famous last words,” Atlas said.  “We need to plan for contingencies.”

      Codrin had been sending packets of information all night.  They barely slept once the emails started coming in because they were arriving every hour on the hour.

      “Who knew that by making him part of the team, we’d get this level of information this quickly?” Cira said.

      “Everyone wants to be part of the team,” Atlas said.  “All these guys like Codrin are just dying to show us what they can do.  Bringing him into the fold was the best decision you made.  And I’m glad Leopold saw the extent of his talent.”

      “I am, too,” she said.

      “I’m also glad that he saw your talent.  With Codrin’s ability to access the inaccessible, and your ability to plan and run the ops, we are more effective as a team, here and on the ground.”

      “This was always Leopold’s dream, although he is probably reassessing all of that right now,” Cira said.

      “Getting your teeth knocked out and bones broken can certainly give you a new perspective.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,” Cira said.

      Atlas was overcome with a sudden burst of emotion.  He let his feelings settle over him, and then he spoke.  “At first, this thing with Leopold was just a means to an end, but now I’m starting to care about everyone the way you do when you go to war with them, when they become brothers in arms, a family.  I just wish I could stay on after we find Alabama because this is going to be one hell of a crew going forward.”

      “I haven’t heard from Scotty,” Cira said, responding to his remark about Alabama, “but he would call if there was a problem or if they found Alabama.  As for the rest of that, let’s just get this job done, and then I’ll talk to Leopold, see if there’s something we can do.”

      She had her game face on and was ready to start kicking down doors.  Still, Atlas wasn’t sure if he would get to tell her these things again, so he pressed on.

      “Leopold needed me in a pinch,” Atlas said.  “But when Alabama is found, it’s all over, Cira.  That’s what I’ve been thinking about.  He has Kiera, who is better than me, and he has Yergha and Esty, whose chemistry is pretty freaking good.  They’re great at what they do, and they offer just the proper dose of crazy for the kind of jobs Leopold wants to have done.”

      “I know,” Cira said.  “I’ve been thinking about that, too.  Either way, when you guys take off—while you wait on Moritz and when everything is done, and I have a chance to breathe—I’ll reach out to Scotty and see what progress he’s made.  Hopefully, he will have some good news for me which I can pass on to you after the mission is complete.”

      “That would be great,” Atlas said.  Whatever else he wanted to say, it would have to wait for later, he realized.

      “It’s almost time to leave,” she said.  “Have you got everything?”

      He sat up, then leaned forward and placed a long, slow kiss on her.  “Now I think I have everything.”

      “Atlas, you’re going to mess up my concentration,” she said with glowing cheeks and dreamy eyes.

      “That’s just in case,” he said.

      “Just in case what?”

      “Just in case this mission goes sideways and I don’t get another chance to show you how much you mean to me.”

      The woman melted before him, which was the intended effect.  He had grown to like her, more than a little, almost a lot.  He didn’t want this to end, but everything eventually reached an end—sometimes quietly, and other times violently.  He hoped for the former but wasn’t afraid of the latter.

      He was mentally preparing for violence and mass death, but how this orchestra of attacks ended was a matter of time and the execution of a plan.

      After a quick bite to eat, the four assassins piled into their stolen SUV and headed to one of Prague’s finest restaurants: La Degustation.

      The setup wasn’t complicated because the entrance to the beautiful yet understated restaurant had obvious chokepoints.  The building sat on a narrow cobblestone street surrounded by three, four, and five-story buildings.  The pale-yellow structure occupied the corner of Haštalská and Rybná, with the entrance facing two possible attack points.  Going in and out of the restaurant left someone as important as the billionaire hotel magnate, Moritz Striesow, more vulnerable than he could have imagined, but only if someone wanted to kill them.  The inherent vulnerability with most billionaires was that they didn’t think anyone hated them enough to try to kill them.

      Big mistake.

      The narrow cobblestone streets left no room for two-way traffic, so they took their time in selecting the perfect parking place for the SUV, right outside the front door among a large row of other parked cars, vans, and SUVs.

      Yergha remained in the vehicle and on comms.  He had the best view of the restaurant’s large black doors.  His hat and glasses would likely keep people from remembering anything about him, but he wasn’t worried either because when things got cracking, he would just be a guy trying to get away from the chaos the same as everyone else.

      Half a block up Haštalská, there was a gentle convergence of streets, along with several large, cared-for trees.  Beneath these shade trees was a row of benches where people stopped to sit and relax.  Atlas and Esty sat together there, his arm around her, her head on his shoulder.  They weren’t talking, but to the layperson, they looked like a couple who loved each other enough to be able to just sit in silence and enjoy one another’s company.

      Kiera sat on the mosaic-tiled sidewalk outside Salon Allen Charo, which gave her a perfect view of the restaurant’s main doors as well.  She sat on the ground with a cell phone through which she was perusing, which had her looking like a millennial who didn’t care that she was taking up the sidewalk and blocking foot traffic.  Then again, with the narrow alleys and the limited places to conceal one’s self, this was the best they could do for what they had to work with now.  Besides, brazen violence was the message, and the message had to be both messy and public.

      Yergha texted to the others: THEY’RE ENTERING NOW.

      The team watched the fit billionaire walk into La Degustation.  The 59-year-old was accompanied by a lovely young woman—his mistress—and two suited men who were likely armed and skilled at what they did.

      Striesow was in the restaurant for just over an hour.  By then, everyone was itching to get this thing moving.  While they waited, Cira texted the group to let them know that the party had been planned and all the guests were confirmed.  This was the fifth kill, the fifth domino to fall into place.

      “Now I feel better,” Atlas said to Esty.

      “I kind of like it here,” she said.

      “Enjoy it while you can,” he replied.

      The moment that Striesow walked out of the front doors, a clatter of gunfire split the air, filling the once-peaceful alleyways with a racket of savagery, destruction, and ultimately, death.

      Pigeons took flight, sightseers bolted for cover, and cars that had come to a stop were now creating their chaos while trying to flee the scene.  Prague was not used to this level of violence, which meant no one knew how to act in these kinds of situations.

      The gunfire stopped, leaving only the mistress untouched.  She looked down and saw Striesow and his guards bloodied up and dying, and she ran for her life, screaming like a crazy person.

      Striesow and his security detail lay on the sidewalk bleeding out.  Behind them, the lovely, oat-colored building was pocked with gunfire and spattered red.  One of the glass window panes had been shattered and the front door to the restaurant had been chewed up in the assault.

      A weighted hush soon fell over the scene; it was the stillness that hung over every battlefield long after the killing and dying had been done.

      Kiera walked up to the two men on the Ambassador’s detail, saw that one of them was dead while the other was alive.  She stomped on the suffering man’s neck, killing him instantly.

      Atlas stood and headed toward Kiera.  Esty saw that her part of the job was done, so she turned and walked in the other direction, fleeing among the scared masses.  By then, Yergha was driving off, heading down Haštalská past the salon and the Moon Chinese Food restaurant.

      According to the plan, Yergha would circle the block to Dlouhá, where he would pick up Esty in front of Restaurace Apetit.  Atlas and Kiera would be verifying Striesow’s death, but they would need to move quickly to hit their rendezvous points on time.

      Yergha and Esty would continue to Kozí where Kiera would be waiting for them in front of Fellini Hair Studio.  If everything went off without a hitch, Atlas would be outside The James Joyce, an Irish pub on U Obecního dvora, waiting for their rendezvous.

      For now, Atlas was with Kiera, and both of them were looking at Striesow.  He was breathing shallow breaths, blood spatter on his face, eyes that couldn’t focus on anything.

      From a small fanny-pack, Atlas withdrew a full dossier—complete with the plastic red binding—which he unrolled and flattened out.  He then pulled out a small hammer and one of a handful of rusty nails.

      While Kiera kept a watch on the foot traffic and possible police interference, Atlas nailed the dossier to the billionaire’s forehead, driving the nail a good inch and a half into his skull.  The 59-year-old had been alive when Atlas started, but he was not alive now.

      Inside the red dossier was a list of all of the names and descriptions of the children Striesow had trafficked out of Germany into Prague.  There were detailed descriptions of his operation, his staff, and his contacts in this highly illegal, deeply immoral business he helped run.  The last bit of information in the dossier contained the financials needed to not look too hard for the people who killed him.  Striesow had made hundreds of millions of dollars in the sale and murder of children.  His death was a blessing to this earth.

      Kiera used her cellphone camera, snapped a picture, then sent the pic to an encrypted email account Codrin had set up.  The hacker called this “the safest email account in world history.”  This was from a man who said anything could be hacked.

      “Double-check his pulse,” Kiera said before they left.

      Atlas checked, and then he stood.  “He’s dead.”

      The two of them headed to their different rendezvous points.  Yergha picked up Kiera first and Atlas second.

      So far, so good.

      The group then headed to their next destination: the spa at the Augustine Hotel.  Target number two was a severe-looking woman who descended from the Todd/Astor bloodline of old money.

      Diana Todd was not attractive but she dressed as if she was attractive, which put her in the forefront of many a fashion magazine.  While socialites spoke of her impeccable sense of taste, the woman’s face was a veritable landscape of deep lines, weathered skin, and a rather large and unsightly mole tucked into the corner of her right eye.

      Ms. Todd was originally from New York, but the city’s increasingly bothersome descent into crime precipitated a move to France where she could indulge in a more sophisticated culture, but only for a little while.  The migrants were pouring in daily.  But rather than assimilating into society, they were destroying the cities and parks with their filth.  Ms. Todd’s distaste for these mongrels put her on a plane for Switzerland where she lived until the start of COVID.  Only recently had she decided that Switzerland was not for her, so she moved to the outskirts of Prague where she immediately fell in love with the city.  If she had a weakness for anything, it was the requirement of constant pampering, and a way to exercise her more forbidden pursuits.

      Diana Todd and her lesbian lover enjoyed killing children.  Allegedly, blood sacrifice and Satanism ran through the Todd bloodline, which Codrin could not confirm before Diana Todd but did indeed confirm with her.  A deep dive into her personal history revealed a budding interest in ritual sacrifice and the occult.  From a financial standpoint, she had even provided funding for an up-and-coming rejuvenation center in Germany where blood infusions were on the menu.  The blood, she had assured her buyers, came from children, which—when adrenalized—had the kind of magical healing properties one just couldn’t find in any other treatment.

      Today, Ms. Todd was frequenting the Augustine Hotel, which was located in the heart of Malá Strana, in an old monastery that stood among a gathering of thirteenth-century buildings.  The spa was one of the finest in the city, a favorite of Ms. Todd’s.  Access was a little more limited than the team had hoped, but if they moved fast enough, they were confident that witnesses wouldn’t remember all of the more pertinent details.

      For this particular target, Atlas and Esty were perfect.  Originally, Cira wanted Yergha and Esty to make the hit, but Yergha opted to kill the district attorney, which meant Atlas was up and the operation was balanced.

      Ms. Todd had been coming to the spa three times a week since she first arrived in the city with no signs of venturing out to any of the other fine spas Prague had to offer.  She had an hour and a half massage with the same woman, a young Swedish girl known to be one of the finest masseuses in all of Prague.

      Atlas and Esty walked into the salon hand in hand, then made their way to the spa where a receptionist welcomed them and asked if they had appointments.  They immediately hit her with a blast of mace, then walked to Ms. Todd’s massage room.  Atlas flipped her over, the sheets falling off to reveal a decrepit older woman.  He and Esty pumped half a dozen rounds into the woman’s head and heart.

      Atlas pulled out her dossier, his hammer, and a rusty nail, and then he hammered the red file to her forehead, pounding the nail two inches into her skull.  Kiera took out her phone and snapped a picture, and then she sent the pic to the secure email account.

      Inside the dossier that was nailed to Ms. Todd’s forehead was a listing of her satanic and occult-related memberships as well as the various associations to which she belonged.  There were five and six-figure donations made to these dark organizations over the years.  One such organization belonged to the recently deceased, Moritz Striesow.  Ms. Todd was part of this trafficking network, but she was also purchasing large quantities of blood from the network’s murdered children to supply her rejuvenation center.

      In the hallway outside of the massage room were screams of horror and the sounds of bare feet scampering out of the spa.  Atlas and Esty walked out of the massage room and then out of the spa.  They still had to pass through the hotel, though, which was where they had to be careful.

      Unfortunately, they encountered hotel security as they made their way out of the hotel.  The second the lone security guard rounded a corner, he practically ran into both of them.  He backed up and went for his gun; Esty checked his weapon with a palm, then hit him in the chin with an uppercut.  He stumbled backward, and then he turned and ran, firing over his shoulder but hitting only the ceiling.  Esty returned fire, getting close to hitting him, but not close enough.  This was intentional.  They didn’t kill innocents.

      Esty threw the mace canister down the hallway where the security man had taken cover, and then Atlas took aim and fired twice.  The canister exploded on the second shot.

      The security man fled the scene, his face burning so badly that the sounds of him screeching in pain were still audible.  They ran through the diminishing irritant, trying to stay as tall as possible as the weighted mist dispersed all over the decorative floors.

      As they calmly left the hotel, they kept their eyes low and their hands over their faces, hoping not to be seen by witnesses or security cameras.  The mace burned their skin a bit and brought a little heat to their eyes, but it was nothing they couldn’t handle.

      When they were clear of the cameras, they removed their hats and walked hand in hand like old lovers, making their way to the SUV they had stolen from Ansel as if nothing had happened.

      “Well, that didn’t go so well,” Atlas said.

      “Hotel security,” Esty growled.

      By then, they were on the move.  The third name on the list of associates tied to the red room’s kill account was a district attorney, one of the Czech parliament’s two-hundred former deputies, and a man who made about 1.5 million Kč a year, or about USD 70 thousand.

      Anton Nový was not an obscenely wealthy man on paper.  But his assets in offshore accounts revealed his true wealth, in the US equivalent, of $173 million.  He had married into lesser British royalty, and it seemed that part of that marriage agreement was that Anton must ensure that—from a legal perspective—he had a way to control any criminal investigation that might take place against the family or their circle of associates.  Anton had managed to derail several sex trafficking cases over the last few years, offering the kind of legal protection one could not get without having eyes, ears, and influence in the highest levels of the law.

      Anton was visiting Domov Seniorů, a retirement home where he housed his elderly mother.  In texts to his wife, he often prayed his mother would die because of the time and dedication it took to visit.  Furthermore, he hated always having to explain to the staff that his mother wasn’t mentally unfit for the institution, despite them being right, but that she was just scared and nearing the end.

      Aside from trying to find someone inside the retirement home to put a pillow over his mother’s face and smother her to death, he was also a man who helped provide cover for the influx of children into Czechia, and the movement of large amounts of money in and out of the country.  He had already squashed one money-laundering investigation, with another in the hopper.

      Just before dark, Esty and Yergha ambushed him as he left the retirement home.  Yergha gutted him on the sidewalk just outside the institutional-looking three-story building.  As Anton lay on the sidewalk under the dying light of day, his mouth working in and out like a fish out of water, Yergha leaned in and said, “I have dreamed of this day since I first understood the nature of politics.”  The future dead man’s eyes were pointed to the sky above, and he seemed somewhere else.  Did he think he was going to heaven?

      “Dossier,” he said to Esty.  She handed him the thick red folder.

      Yergha wasted no time nailing the man’s dossier to his forehead.  When he was done, the former DA’s eyes were unblinking, vacant, and still.

      He and Esty got back into the SUV and they headed to their next destination.  The fourth target was the famed director, Jean-Paul Amalric—a French film director known for making five of the ten most romantic movies ever filmed and produced in Prague.

      Amalric’s film company, Miláček Productions, was responsible for filming the red room’s brutal murders.  However, Amalric himself had designed the artistic side of the auction site, a reason the red room had become the most sought-after place for men and women with a taste for butchery.

      Amalric did not film the murders himself.  For that task, he entrusted his most talented cameramen.  According to texts Codrin found on Amalric’s cell phone, this cameraman had violent predilections of his own, the sort of vile interests best filmed in torture chambers.  For his mainstream work, the cameraman had earned bountiful praise.  He could capture the very essence of romance when filming a pair of love-struck actors taking a long walk through Kampa Park or Prague’s Vrtba Gardens, but his finest work was in the low-light depictions of darkness so foul and futile, that only in the freeing of the murdered children could one find their breath again.

      According to emails, the red room films enchanted the discriminating mind, but they also left the viewer dying to breathe.  It was in that first, life-saving breath that the person watching these films would smile and know that they had survived the savagery but that the child had not.

      According to his secretary, Amalric was meeting with the head of a spin-off company, one of the former directors at Atik Productions.  Yergha and the team drove by the Blue Wagon restaurant, which was located one block from the famed Church of Saint Ludmila and two blocks from The University of New York in Prague.  The target and his lunch date were eating outside and talking at one of a trio of tables set up along the restaurant’s checkerboard sidewalk.

      Amalric was a frightfully ugly man with a bulbous nose, shelled snails for lips, and thinning hair combed in wisps over a sun-damaged pink and white speckled scalp.

      For this hit, Kiera had been chosen.

      The bald assassin took Atlas’ fanny pack, put it on, then she got out of the SUV, walked half a block, and then crossed the street.  When she approached the men, she withdrew a short blade and drove it into Amalric’s neck.  Instead of pulling it out, she shoved it forward, cutting through muscle, veins, and arteries.  The other director, the man from Atik, pulled out a gun, something none of them expected: he fired at Kiera.  She spun sideways, but the man fired again, and so she ducked.

      Atlas jumped out of the SUV and opened fire from half a block away.  The first bullet missed the man, shattering one of the restaurant’s three glass window panes; the next bullet hit Amalric in the back of the head, showering the Atik director in the face with gore.

      The surprise shooter tried to make a run for it, but Kiera took off after him, running right through the firehose of blood now spraying out of Amalric’s gored neck.

      Yergha hit the accelerator, pulling out of his parking spot.  He slowed for Atlas, who understood the move.  Atlas hopped onto the running board and grabbed hold of a roof rail.  The second Atlas was on the SUV, Yergha punched it.

      People were scrambling for cover through the streets, but not all of them got out of the way.  The front of the SUV clipped a woman crossing the street too slowly, throwing her into a parked car and likely breaking more than a few bones.  Atlas gritted his teeth, but his eyes were on Kiera and the man she was chasing.

      Up ahead, Kiera jumped on the aging director, taking him to the ground.  She trenched open his throat right about the time a policeman opened fire.  Kiera turned sideways, trying to make herself the smallest target possible.  The round caught her, but she went with it, moving out of the line of fire.

      Esty was out of the back seat in no time flat with one of the AK-47s they had taken from Ansel’s guards.  She emptied half the magazine into the cop, who was coming out of the corner market, Nápoje Potraviny.

      Kiera released the fanny pack and tossed it to Atlas.  He caught it and ran back to Amalric.  He quickly pounded the man’s dossier into his head.  One woman was filming him.  He went after her, grabbing her cell phone as she fell to the ground on her own accord.  He took the phone and jumped into the SUV, which Yergha had backed up to meet him.  He gunned it and the team fled the scene, charging through the streets like it was the running of the bulls.

      “Are you hit?” Atlas asked Kiera.

      Esty was already bent over the back seat, fetching the med kit.

      “Yes,” she said.  “It’s nothing.”

      Atlas saw the bloom of red on her shoulder, pulled back her shirt, then winced.  The bullet had cut a clean trail across the front of her shoulder.

      “See, it’s nothing,” Kiera said, not a trace of emotion on her face.

      Esty opened the med kit and handed Atlas a pack of medical wipes.  He opened one, wiped the affected area, then tried to dry it.  Esty was already gloved up and going for the quick clot trauma kit.  She pulled out the hemostatic gauze package, tore it open, and then applied the material to the wound.

      Since the bullet grazed the skin rather than punching through the shoulder itself, they didn’t need the granule-based quick clot, and they didn’t have to pack the treated gauze into the wound.  Once it was dressed, Esty secured it with medical tape and Atlas put pressure on the wound while Kiera’s body went through its clotting cascade.  Anyone else would have flinched, groaned, or unleashed a string of profanity, but Kiera didn’t move, let alone say a word.

      “Do we need to drop you off back at the house, or can you push forward?” Atlas asked.

      Kiera turned her head slowly to look at Atlas, and for the first time that day, he watched her expression change.  Fire danced in her eyes, disbelief mixed with hostility.

      “Are you fucking serious?” the young assassin asked.

      “Just checking,” he said, backing off.

      Atlas hadn’t seen that side of her before, but he assumed she was offended by the question.  He didn’t blame her.  He would have been offended, too.

      He glanced at his watch and found they were right on schedule, but only by a minute.  He checked in with Cira, who immediately asked for a progress report.  Atlas filled her in on the important details.

      “Are you being followed?” she asked.

      “No,” he said.

      This was the first time he noticed how sticky and bloody his hands were.  He had driven nails into three foreheads now, and though some of the gore had come off his skin when he was wiping down Kiera’s injury, he hated the feel of gore when it dried.

      He switched the phone from one hand to the other, and then he rubbed his bloody hand on the leg of his pants.

      “You’re almost ahead of schedule for the fifth hit, which means you’re right on time,” Cira said.  “Are you ready for the executioner?”

      “He’s on the schedule?” Atlas asked.  The others seemed to brighten up at the thought of killing this man.

      “I finally confirmed his location,” Cira said.  “I thought you and the others would appreciate that.”

      He smiled and said, “I have been dreaming of this moment for weeks, so yes, I’m ready.”

      “Good,” she said, “proceed to target.”

      His cell phone beeped, indicating he had a secure email.  He opened it up and found directions to the executioner’s house.

      They followed Cira’s directions.  This led them deep into Prague 5, to a humble hillside community with overgrown trees.  In the daylight, the views must have been magnificent, but as night began to fall, it left him feeling like he was in the West Virginia backwoods.

      “These are tiny homes,” Esty said.

      “Yeah, but the yards are huge,” Yergha said.

      The steep hillsides in that Prague community were dotted with what looked like 500-square-foot shacks.  Most of these basement-style homes were made of old stone and weathered wood.  They boasted corrugated steel roofs that were sometimes painted in brick reds or pale greens.  Atlas hated the feeling he was getting, but he kept it to himself as they navigated the narrow, battered road.

      “Am I the only one who hates everything about this neighborhood?” Esty asked.

      “No,” both Atlas and Yergha said at once.

      Along the tire-tracked dirt road were rock walls, wooden fences, and chain link fencing.  A dog was on the side of the road eating something.  When they passed the mutt, it looked like he had caught himself a rabbit.

      When they arrived at the address Cira provided, Yergha slowed down and drove past it.  He stopped just up the road from the house and shut off the headlights.

      “What a tiny, ugly dump,” Esty had said of the structure.

      A cursory look around the SUV showed Atlas three warriors who wanted nothing more than to do what they were about to do next.

      “This is what we are getting paid for,” Atlas said.

      “You’re getting paid now?” Yergha asked.

      “Scotty is getting paid to look for Alabama with my cut of the money,” Atlas clarified.  “Are you guys ready to get bloody?”

      “Let’s just get this done,” Esty said.  “Everything about this asshole creeps me out.”

      The four of them exited the vehicle and backtracked down the road.  They entered the executioner’s property and made their way down a short gravel-packed driveway.  The intention was to case the home from the ground floor.

      “I’ll head down the hillside, see what I can see in the basement,” Yergha whispered.

      Kiera eased open a wrought iron gate, complete with decorative spikes, and the three of them crept onto a worn wooden deck that wrapped the house.  They peeked into the small, dusty windows but didn’t see any light or signs of life.

      Atlas walked the upper-level decking, walking around it to the other side of the house.  Below him was a lower-level wooden balcony, and below that was the downslope of land.  Artificial light spread a warm glow over the lower-level decking, lightly illuminating the planks and the wooden railing.  Below, he heard the pulsing beats of thrash-metal music.

      Kiera was already working on the front door lock.  By the time he and Esty rejoined Kiera, the girl was already opening the door.  Yergha fell in behind them and said, “First floor, but the shades are pulled.”

      The four of them entered the house, careful of any creaking in the floors.  There were two bedrooms and a small bathroom on the first floor, which meant the kitchen and living room were situated in what some might call the basement floor.  Atlas, Yergha, and Esty cleared the rooms quickly, but Kiera was taking her time in the master bedroom closet.

      When she emerged, she was holding up a leather mask with one hand and a big, blood-stained chainsaw with the other.

      Atlas’ heart hit a thunderous beat at the sight of these things.  He felt the sudden surge of adrenaline and the onset of that all-too-familiar rage.  His heartbeat practically matched the rhythm of the music below.

      He took the chainsaw from Kiera, smelled the side, then gave it a shake.  Yeah, there was plenty of gas in there.

      Good.

      He walked toward the downstairs noise.  Kiera had her gun drawn, but Atlas’ pistol was holstered.  He was carrying the chainsaw.  Behind him, in such tight quarters, Esty and Yergha completed the four-man kill squad.

      The stairs were steep and made of old wooden slats.  There were eight steps straight down with a tight, two-step turn leading into what looked like a tiny kitchen.

      He and Kiera dropped down into the kitchen, then noted the 8-foot ceilings.  They were lined with amber-stained planks.  He looked up at the giant hole in the ceiling and saw Esty and Yergha coming down the staircase.  If they made any noise, it was covered by the obscenely loud beat of some foreign-language version of Slayer or Killswitch Engage.

      Atlas followed Kiera into the kitchen, and the music was louder still.  A dozen feet away, in the living room, he saw the glow of a big-screen television.  This was the source of the noise.  The second he saw what was playing, he turned and cursed under his breath.  He glanced at Kiera, who saw the TV screen and managed to look shocked, a first.  To his revulsion, the executioner was watching a disgusting older woman perform fellatio on a horse.

      “What’s that horrible smell?” Esty whispered in his ear.  He could barely hear her over the incessant noise.

      He turned and said, “Weed, hot sauce, and sweat.”

      Kiera glanced back at Atlas, who nodded, and then she moved into the living room fast, her weapon up.  But then she frowned, lowered her gun, and looked at Atlas.  Atlas moved into the room, then froze.  What the hell was he looking at?

      A gigantic beast of a man was parked in an old La-Z-Boy-style chair.  His pants were circled around his ankles, and he had his cock in his hand.  He was reclined back and masturbating with his eyes closed and a pair of headphones on his head.

      At first, Atlas turned from the loathsome sight, but then his eyes went to the end table beside the recliner.  It had a large lamp with an old shade.  Beside the base of the lamp, he saw a bottle of hot sauce and a razor.  Now, he forced himself to look at the man again.  This mentally deficient lunatic had sliced thin lines up the sides of his shaft to the point where they bled, and then he used hot sauce to spice things up.

      The way his hand moved up and down, the hot sauce mixing with the blood, the spices getting into the cuts…it was entirely too much for Atlas.

      “Let’s shut this weirdo down,” he growled.

      The beast startled at the sight of them, his eyes shooting open, his headphones dislodging.  He let go of his junk, then pulled his dirty tee-shirt over his bloody, spicy erection.  The creep struggled to get up, but Kiera planted her foot on the end of his footrest, which kept the recliner from folding forward.  As it was, he was stuck.

      This nasty son of a bitch rattled off a litany of what Atlas assumed were questions and obscenities, but none of what he said mattered.  Kiera shot him in the gut, which was a rather generous mound of fat.  He stopped swearing and instead fought for a breath.  The fight waned, but then he slowly pulled off the headphones.

      “English?” Yergha asked, his weapon drawn.

      “Yes,” the man replied.

      Atlas set down the chainsaw, then removed his cell phone and walked over to the man.  He found the downloaded file, and then he played it.  In the video, the executioner saw himself standing behind Callie’s nude body.  He was dressed in leathers, and the chainsaw in the photo matched the chainsaw sitting on the living room floor.  In the video, Callie stood naked, beaten, and scared.  And then the executioner fired up his chainsaw.  Atlas stopped playing the video and put the phone away.

      For a long moment, he just stared at this creature.  He had bad teeth, a full head of greasy black hair, severely pocked skin, and doll eyes.  His facial hair grew in patches, and his breath was like garbage and oily meat that had been sitting out for days.

      “Stand up,” Atlas finally said.  The beast of a man just stared at him, so Atlas clubbed him on the kneecap with the butt of his gun and yelled, “GET UP YOU FAT FUCK!”

      The man groaned, and then he touched his stomach where he had been shot.  Atlas shoved his finger in the hole, going one knuckle, two knuckles, then three knuckles deep.  When the man started to scream, Atlas pulled his finger out of the hole, and then he leaned forward and drove a hammer fist down on his chin.

      “Get up, dammit!” he roared, his voice carrying over the music.

      Kiera pushed down on his footrest and the chair swung forward.  The beast tried to stand, but he wasn’t trying hard enough, so Atlas punched him in the head twice.  He had no remorse at that point.  This was the creature that had dismembered Callie, and God knows how many other children.

      When the beast finally got up, he took a swing at Atlas, who blocked the shot.  The man moved slowly, but he had solid weight behind him.  The force was enough to still him, especially after having just been shot and then tenderized.  He tried to grab Atlas’ head with that catcher’s mitt of a hand, but Atlas stepped in fast and chin-checked him with a palm strike.

      He staggered back, hit the chair, and started to fall.  Atlas grabbed his shirt and pulled him forward.  Kiera shot him in the gut again.

      “We can’t do him like this,” Atlas said.  To Yergha, he said: “Rope?”

      “Upstairs,” Yergha said.

      “I’m taking him into the kitchen,” Atlas said.  “Right under the stairwell.”

      Yergha knew what he was planning, but Esty didn’t.  One look in Kiera’s eyes and she knew as well.  Her gaze dropped to the chainsaw.  She grabbed it and moved it out of the way, and then she trained her gun on the big man who was by now drooling like a mental patient doped up on half a dozen medications.

      Behind him, the discarded headphones were playing the kind of music that hit gunfire-fast.  But on the floor below his balls, his cock was dripping blood and hot sauce.  One look at his face, and Atlas saw fresh tears.  The entire scene was upsetting and surreal.

      “If he moves, shoot him again,” Atlas said.

      Kiera nodded.

      From behind, Atlas bent down and pulled up the executioner’s pants and underwear.  It smelled like he didn’t know how to wipe his ass right, which made matters worse.  Atlas was disgusted with every part of this, but every foul thing he encountered added fuel to the gas tank for what was next.

      When Atlas got this creep’s pants on, they fit loosely.  Atlas tied the belt, then he draped the big man’s arm over his shoulders and walked him into the kitchen.  Atlas looked up in time for Yergha to drop a length of thick, nylon rope.  The end was a huge, looped slipknot.

      “Stand here or my friend will shoot you in the dick,” Atlas said.

      The executioner complied, but only because he had no other options.  Atlas slid the rope around the injured beast’s body, pulling it down over his arms before lifting it up his sides and under his arms.  Yergha then pulled, using the angles for leverage.

      “This will help you stand,” Atlas said.  “We might take your picture.”

      The executioner didn’t say anything; he only stared at Atlas with those small, hateful eyes.  To him, it looked like the man wanted to eat the soul right out of his corpse.

      “What the hell, Atlas?” Esty asked.

      “Sydney needs her pound of flesh, and then some,” Atlas said, holding the man’s gaze.

      Kiera walked into the kitchen with the chainsaw, then turned and looked at the executioner.  Yergha had pulled until the rope tightened around his big body at his underarms.  Atlas let go and stepped back.  The man wavered some, but Yergha managed to hold him in place.

      “You okay?” Atlas asked.

      Yergha said, “All good up here, brother.”

      He turned and Kiera handed him the chainsaw.  She then sat her gun down and pulled out her cell phone.  Atlas lifted the tip of the chainsaw to the man’s face and said, “An eye for an eye, you sadistic son of a bitch.”

      He fired up the chainsaw, the first pull giving him action.  The noise in the small kitchen was deafening, but it served to build the fear and establish a sort of macabre ambiance.  This was what he would want if someone had cut up his daughter with a chainsaw.

      A large puddle of piss formed under the executioner’s leg, and he started to shake.  Gone were the angry eyes and the hostility.  Fear was all that remained.

      Atlas worked the trigger, juiced the saw.  The teeth were roaring around the blade when he slid it between the man’s squirming legs.  The executioner started to scream and howl.  Atlas only smiled and gave it more gas.  Thick exhaust fumes stunk up the small kitchen, but it didn’t matter.  The man was now standing on his tippy-toes, which only helped Yergha keep control.

      Atlas then let off the trigger and pulled the chainsaw away.  Grinning, he looked at the man and loudly said, “I was just kidding.”

      The executioner’s eyes shot open as if he understood.  “Kidding?” he asked over the idling sounds of the chainsaw and the thrash-metal music.

      Atlas started to laugh, and then the executioner tried laughing with him, and then Atlas stopped laughing altogether.  The executioner followed suit, the look on his face sheer terror.

      Atlas slowly shook his head back and forth, and then he said, “Not kidding.”

      He fingered the chainsaw’s trigger, the teeth buzzed around the blade once more, and then he went to work on the man.

      There was a part of Atlas that saw this thing not as a human being but as the embodiment of violence, a monster to children, everything wrong with the world today.  Slowly, diligently, he worked to cut that embodiment of evil in half, taking apart the monster, tissue and bone.

      When he reached the rope holding the man in place, the chainsaw’s teeth sawed right through it, and the dead, nearly-halved monster fell forward, collapsing on the ground.  This monster landed in the middle of the red lake of bad ideas.  Atlas had jumped back and nearly slipped as the monster toppled forward.

      Even though the mutilated beast hit the floor with a splat, the very idea of evil persisted.  It still had the power to tempt man, to tease him with vile delights, to quench his thirst with the blood of innocents.  Atlas couldn’t have that.  He was too invested in righting this wrong to quit cutting now.  He was too angry at this thing who stole the light of the world.  This executioner devoured innocence in some sick, ritualistic game.  And then he turned something that was once so full of life and so beautiful—a child, hundreds of children—into piles of ugly filets of death, black bags of garbage.

      Atlas needed to erase this ugliness in the world, undo that equation, and make all the sad piles beautiful again.

      Time to finish the job.

      In the sounds of wet, incessant buzzing, Atlas found salvation, a reversal of fortune, a way to dispose of an evil so great it would send a clear message to all the likeminded monsters in the world: vengeance is bloodthirsty, it has a chainsaw, and it will cut you in half if you fall out of line.

      Although this maniacal and triumphant moment would not raise the dead, nor would it return the fallen children to their mothers and fathers, for Atlas, this was a glimpse into the future.  In his mind, he saw a world where young women like Callie Fox lived and little girls like Alabama Hargrove were not kidnapped, raped, or held prisoner.  In this world, the men who preyed on children, who would use them as currency, were disposed of violently, publicly, and without hesitation or remorse.

      He didn’t realize when he started to laugh or how quickly his laughter had turned to tears.  But when the crying took over, he finished the job, killed the motor, and dropped the chainsaw.  And then he fell to his knees in a pond of blood, threw his head back, and screamed.  In this mad expulsion of energy and emotion, he cut loose of the hatred, the anxiety, and the fear.  Then he roared like a lion, a banshee, something that had lost its mind and only knew the world as this dark and terrifying thing that he still feared, still hated, and of which he still wanted no part.  And then he thought of Callie, and Alabama, and Jade, and that’s when he doubled over, and the tears returned once more.

      This was not a job for a normal man, a sane man, or a principled man.  This was what unbridled dedication looked like.  This was a message.  It would forever be a message.  And it would say to those who saw it that savages like Atlas Hargrove existed.  Despite the rumors to come, men of this ilk were not psychopathic or unhinged but were driven by something eternal, something spiritual, as if of a higher order.  That higher order was vengeance.  It was the dreams of a man dying to rid the world of its many creatures of the night.  Those foul, loveless mutants, hunching over in dark rooms and before glowing computer screens, dreaming of all the ways they could buy death and despair.  All of that was about to change.  When those monsters saw what Atlas had done today, what he was willing to do to exact justice, and what he would do again, given the opportunity, they would know that no matter their perversions, their immense wealth, or their secrecy, someone like Atlas would find them, and he would fuck their entire world in half.  

      When Atlas was done screaming, and when the outburst had claimed as much of him as he had to give, he fell forward into an ocean of gore.

      Kiera stepped into the red waters and took the chainsaw away.  Atlas was grateful for this because he couldn’t see that instrument of death or think about its incessant buzzing any longer.  All he wanted to do was remember that this slab of meat in front of him was once the devil, an abhorrent nightmare that he destroyed by using his very own tricks against him.

      And then his mind went blank for a second like a record player skipping.  In that in-between moment, he saw only darkness, as if someone had suddenly turned out the lights.

      But then they came back on and he was in his body again.

      He looked down at himself.  He just sat there, his body blood-soaked from the waist down.  He was nothing, everything, inhuman.  For that moment, he existed only in this cocoon of silence, this void of reason, this damp curiosity filled with questions he couldn’t ask and answers he didn’t want to know.  But then a question grabbed hold of him.  First one, and then one became two, profound and all-important questions.  Did he just cross over to the other side?  Had he gone crazy?  He did not have answers to those questions, and so, in this absence, another question formed: In his quest to rid the world of these monsters, had he just become the biggest monster of them all?

      The silence was deafening.

      He looked up, and then he looked around, his eyes locking with Esty first.

      “You’re a fucking psycho,” she said, arms crossed, that shitty look on her face.  “Straight-up certifiable.”

      Kiera had stopped filming by now.  She looked right at Esty and said, “What he did will save more lives than you can imagine.”

      The young assassin slid a hand under Atlas’ arm, then helped him stand, careful to keep her balance and to help him keep his.  The girl was surprisingly strong, and that was after she had been shot.

      Like a baby deer taking its first steps, Atlas walked out of the blood slick.  He surveyed the grotesque scene and swallowed a shot of bile, somehow managing to hold down the contents of his stomach.

      Everything smelled like blood.  The stench of death clung to the inner lining of his nose while the exhaust fumes from that handheld weapon of mass destruction made him dizzy.  He wanted to fall and vomit at the same time.

      “Who has the dossier?” Atlas asked.

      “I do,” Esty said.

      She handed him the dossier, the hammer, and the rusty nail.  Atlas walked back into the gore, sank to his knees before the now dead thing, and he nailed the red-sheathed folder to the right half of his forehead.

      “Cloth, please,” Atlas said.

      Kiera handed him a dishcloth, which he used to wipe his fingerprints from the slick surface of the dossier.

      “Let’s wipe the rest of our prints and leave,” Atlas said, the normal world now starting to return.

      He felt his sanity take hold, the gears of his more rational mind catching, the SWAT commander in him bringing common sense and stability back into the equation.

      He took a mental inventory of the prints he left behind, but as he retraced his steps from that moment to the moment he entered the front door, Atlas realized he had only touched two things, and one of them had been wiped down—the dossier.

      “Psycho,” Esty growled as she walked past him.

      “You already said that,” Atlas said.

      “I mean it even more now.”

      Kiera patted his back lightly and said, “They don’t see the bigger picture.”

      Thank God someone did!

      When they left, Atlas sat in the back seat, blood getting all over the fabric.  When they got back to the house, Cira was waiting.

      “Is it done?” Atlas heard her ask as Yergha and Esty walked in.

      “Ask American Psycho,” Esty said, hooking a thumb over her shoulder, motioning to Atlas.

      Atlas walked in the door covered in drying gore.

      Cira stood in shock.

      “I need a shower and a change of clothes,” Atlas said.

      He stood under the weak stream of a hot shower for twenty minutes, scrubbing everything clean, and then he dried his hair, put on fresh clothes, and joined the others.  They were all looking at him funny, everyone but Kiera.

      “This is the job!” Kiera finally said, slamming her hand on the table so hard, the wood split.

      Yergha stood up fast like someone lit a firecracker in his asshole, and then he tried to save grace by saying, “Let’s go, boys and girls, we have one more target.”

      “What he did was necessary,” Kiera said.  No one knew how to take her outbursts because they were so passionate and so forceful.

      Esty got up and walked out the door without saying a word.  Yergha and Kiera followed.  And then Atlas kissed Cira on the cheek and said, “I’ll see you soon.”

      Cira sat back in shock, which maybe meant one of them told her everything that had happened.  Did she see the video?  Oh, no...  If she saw that, she might not want to be around him.  He had no idea how he must have looked to her.  Thinking back, he could hardly believe what he had done.  But Kiera was right.  This was all part of the bigger picture.

      When he got into the stolen SUV, no one sat where Atlas had sat only half an hour ago.  The blood on the seat hadn’t fully dried.

      The ride to the final target’s mansion was dead silent.  But then Atlas’ phone rang, startling him.  He looked at it, then answered it.

      “Hello?” he said.

      “Atlas, it’s Codrin.  There’s an auction tonight.”

      “We’re wrapping this up,” Atlas said.

      “You don’t understand,” he said, sounding out of breath, “it’s happening in an hour.  I have the location.  I’m forwarding it to you now.”

      “You have a location?” he asked, sitting up.

      “Yes, but you have to hurry.”

      The phone chirped, the message arrived, and then he said, “I’m on it.  Good work, Codrin.”

      He hung up, then opened his message and studied the location.  When he was done, he told Yergha, “Get a move on; we’re going to drive a nail into the heart of this organization and all of its members.”

      The SUV jumped to life, Yergha putting the vehicle through its paces in traffic. Before long, they were driving up into a new set of hills, a hillside community much nicer than the part of Prague where they had been just over an hour ago.

      “Iván Lenkeffy, you turd,” Yergha said through gritted teeth.  “Death is coming for you.”

      “We need to move quickly,” Atlas pressed.

      Horns had been honking since they hit traffic, and for Yergha, the manners of the road were out the window.

      “What is Lenkeffy’s security like tonight?” Esty asked, referring to Iván Lenkeffy’s party.

      “The man has no idea there’s a shit storm about to crash down upon him,” Atlas said.  ”I imagine he will have played it safe with a security detail, keeping the team to four or five guys max.  They’ll be armed, but they won’t be ready for us.  They don’t even know about us.”

      “ROE?” Yergha asked.

      “Take out the guards without provocation,” Atlas said.  “ROE is weapons-free.  ROE is terminate with extreme prejudice.  But not Iván.  I barely want a hair touched on his head.”

      “This is the guy who has been trafficking hundreds of children all over Central and Eastern Europe, right?” Esty asked, aghast.

      “Exactly,” Atlas said.

      “We came to kill him,” Esty argued.

      “Plans just changed,” Atlas said.  “He’s coming with us.”
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Scotty Chase

        

      

    

    
      Scotty was dead asleep when his cell phone rang.  He jolted out of bed, grabbed his gun, then saw the glow of the ringing phone instead.  Everything came back at once, and he remembered that he and Jackson got motel rooms near the nurse’s house.  And the nurse had a name: Quinn Mitchell.  Looking at the small, luminescent display, he saw Quinn’s name.  He answered the phone, trying but failing to sound awake.

      “Hello,” he said.  He glanced at the clock.  It was almost midnight, but it felt more like 3 a.m.

      “Alabama is going into labor,” Nurse Mitchell said.

      “I’m getting up now,” he replied, switching on the bedside lamp.  “Do we need to get her to a hospital?”

      “It depends on whether or not you want this on the record,” she said.  In the background, Scotty heard the sounds of Alabama crying.

      “Have you ever delivered a baby before?” he asked.

      “Yes, many times.”

      “Any with complications?”

      “Yes.”

      “How far away is the nearest hospital?” he asked, pulling on his pants.

      “Ten minutes, seven if you drive fast,” she said.  He pulled on his shirt and socks.  The crying in the background continued.  “But if you get stuck in eight am traffic, it could take as long as thirty minutes.”

      “Do you want to try and do it at your house?” Scotty asked.  He slipped his feet into his shoes but didn’t bother with the laces.

      “That’s why I’m calling,” she said.  It sounded like she was going outside.  The sounds of crying died out.  “I think we can do it, and I want to try.”

      “Will this put Alabama’s health at risk?”

      “At this point, no.  But if her condition changes, my concern for Alabama’s safety is greater than your concern for her situation.”

      “Are you sure about this?  Because if she dies in childbirth—”

      “The baby will be delivered stillborn,” the nurse said.

      “Oh, wow.”

      “That’s the best possible outcome for Alabama.  It also gives me extra flexibility during the delivery.”

      “Does she want a C-section delivery?”

      “She doesn’t want the scar.”

      “What about the pain?” he asked.  “Did you tell her it’s going to hurt?”

      “I offered to take her to the hospital for pain management, like an epidural, but she refused.  She said this kind of pain can’t be worse than everything else she has endured.”

      “Yeah, well, I can’t imagine everything she went through.”

      “She told me a few things,” the nurse said.  “Just those few things are going to give me nightmares.”

      “Okay, I’m dressed,” he said.  “I’ll be right over.”

      Scotty voice-texted Cira and told her that they had Alabama and she was going into labor.  He told her the baby was likely stillborn.  He also said he had an experienced nurse on-site, thanks to Ethan, and that they would take her to a hospital if it looked like Alabama’s life was at risk.

      Cira’s text came back right away: TRY 2 AVOID HOSPTL.

      “No shit,” he muttered.

      He texted her back: WILL DO.

      He was getting in the car when her reply came in: KEEP ME POSTED.

      He sent her a thumbs up and then voice-texted Jackson: GOING TO SEE ALABAMA. SHE’S IN LABOR. CALL WHEN YOU WAKE UP.

      The phone rang a minute later.  Scotty turned the corner in the residential neighborhood, and Nurse Mitchell’s house was illuminated by the wash of his headlights.

      “Yeah,” Scotty said.

      “I’m awake,” Jackson replied.  “You need me?”

      “Not yet, but it’s a 10-minute jog if I call,” Scotty said.  “That going to be an issue?”

      “That’s a negative,” Jackson said.  “The phone’s on if you need me.”

      “Thanks,” he said as he pulled to a stop outside the house.

      Scotty wasn’t even to the front door when he heard moaning and crying inside.

      “What the hell are you getting into, Chase?” he muttered.  He knocked lightly on the door, stood back, and waited.  A moment later, the door opened.

      Nurse Mitchell smiled and said, “You’re just in time.”

      “Where is she?” he asked.

      “On the kitchen table and ready to go.”

      “How long has she been in labor?”

      “Since just after you left.”

      “Okay, just tell me what to do.”

      “Don’t look at her privates on the way in, and get behind her.  I have everything I need on that side of the table, so just do what I say.  Oh, and tell her to breathe.”

      “Will do,” he said.
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Codrin Pichler

        

      

    

    
      Codrin received an audible ping letting him know another video had been uploaded to the encrypted email account.  He opened the video and saw the executioner standing in a small kitchen with a rope holding him upright.  When he saw Atlas pull the chainsaw up the center of the man, Codrin fell out of his chair and ran to the bathroom.  He puked all over the floor and up the side of the toilet because he couldn’t stop seeing the carnage.  After he was done, he sat back, sweating, smelling like vomit, and in shock.

      “Get it together,” he said, the relentless buzzing sounds still playing on his computer’s external speakers.  “You’re part of the team, and the team kills men and women like this.”

      He flushed the toilet, stood on shaky legs, and propped himself up using the edge of the vanity.  He glanced in the mirror.  His face was ashen, and he had a stress tick that made a tiny muscle near his mouth jump.  That only happened under times of great duress.

      The final bids were coming in for the girl.  He didn’t want to tell the team who the girl was just yet because he didn’t want them getting sidetracked from taking out Iván Lenkeffy.  Lenkeffy was, arguably, the top of this food chain in Prague and beyond sinister.  Not only was he an extremely successful entrepreneur, but the plain-looking older man also headed the largest children’s foundation in Central Europe.

      It was not uncommon for the most perverted men and women in polite society to wear two faces.  The face Iván Lenkeffy showed the public was the face of a man who loved children enough to protect them and give them a second chance in life.  He was an excellent fundraiser, and his operation had since gone global, amassing hundreds of millions of dollars to help impoverished kids.  But that money did not help the children.  Most of the administrative fees from the foundation were monetary deposits destined for numbered accounts, offshore tax havens, and properties all over the world.

      But the children…oh, yes, the children.  His foundation “saved” thousands of them.  Codrin had found that a hacker with skills similar to his own was working for Lenkeffy.  This man’s job was to erase all digital records of the kidnapped children.  With these records being so easy to manipulate, turning children from the system into ghosts was as easy as compromising any computerized hospital records and deleting them from existence.  These erased children were now assets for sale, ghosts.  No one would miss them, for there would almost be no trace of them.

      As with everything he did, Lenkeffy got as much mileage as he could out of each kill.  He raised money for the kids then utilized state write-offs where he could for housing these orphaned children.  But then he sold them for sex, murder, and eventually their blood.  The money Lenkeffy made on their deaths and the snuff videos was unconscionable but substantial.

      Not only was he a two-faced monster, but Lenkeffy was also a dear friend of the Pope.  The internet was rife with photos of Lenkeffy sitting with the Pope, but he was also seen with various heads of state, and some of America’s most prominent CEOs and politicians.

      His death was going to shock the world.  More important, it would bring to light the true activities of men like him.

      While he waited, Codrin watched Atlas’ video a second time, the one that made him throw up.  This time, instead of thinking there was something seriously wrong with Atlas, he realized that amid such terrible violence, he wanted the message as loud and clear and memorable as he could make it.

      Watching Atlas break down after the deed was done spoke to the burdens of his soul.  This was his sacrifice, one he made for thousands of children who might not be killed because of this one gruesome kill.  He stopped seeing Atlas as a monster and instead saw the heroism in what he had done.  He also saw the brilliance of it.

      The audible ping on his computer let him know that the 15-minute countdown was now active.  Seeing the picture of the beautiful 22-year-old girl and the blind bid beneath her photo kicked his heart rate up to a whole new level.

      “Hold on,” he whispered to the image of the girl.  “We’re coming for you.”

      Pavlina Issová was to be the night’s entertainment, and now the time crunch was on.
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      The four of them exited the SUV.  As a team, they moved down the sidewalk at a brisk pace, sidestepping their way around various patrons, many of whom were dressed to the nines.  Esty walked up the driveway with the others in tow.  The Salvadorian nightmare spotted two members of the security team near the front entrance.  So, she withdrew the suppressed Glock and put two rounds into each of them.

      The guest’s reactions were slow and muted.  These people knew that screaming might draw the shooter’s attention, so they turned and ran instead.

      Atlas and the team moved into the house, saw the huge banner for The Lenkeffy Children’s Foundation, then worked through the crowds with disgust on their faces.

      This monster, their last target, was the ultimate betrayer of needy children and those who pledged money to the foundation.  These charitable souls thought Lenkeffy wanted to help children, but instead, he found a way to monetize them through murder.

      Boy, were they in for a rude awakening!

      Two more guards stood on the perimeter of the crowd.  Esty shot them both while the other guards moved swiftly through the crowds.  Atlas pulled out his pistol, tracking them as they fell into the masses.

      “I’ve got them,” Kiera said beside him.

      She moved toward them, stepped on the inside of one punch, hit the man, then moved on to the other and hit him as well.  Both guards dropped dead on the floor, causing a wave of ensuing panic.

      Atlas couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  She just killed them both with her bare hands!  But then he saw a short dagger in her right hand, and it all made sense.

      Atlas and Kiera were back on the move, pushing people out of the way as they made their way to a small gathering of people in the kitchen.

      Iván Lenkeffy stood at the center of the group, unaware that his party had been crashed.

      Kiera moved in quickly, jumped into the air, then drove an elbow right into the startled man’s chin upon landing.

      Lenkeffy staggered backward, his face opened up and bleeding.  Kiera hit him with four or five more strikes, the last one being a shot to the groin.  When he folded forward, Kiera was suddenly under him, rolling him onto her shoulders.

      She hoisted him up and said, “Let’s go.”

      And then she walked past Atlas like a boss.  Had she forgotten that she had been shot?  At the front door, she let go of the man, letting him roll down her back and land on the floor.  She rolled her injured shoulder, then looked at it with a frown.

      Human, after all.

      “Everyone out!” Yergha screamed.  He fired four rounds at the ceiling, which got everyone moving.

      “Yergha, grab Lenkeffy if you would,” Atlas said.

      The man put the 160 pounds, 66-year-old humanitarian over his shoulders, then he walked him out.  Someone appeared at the top of the stairs and started shooting at Esty, but Atlas and Kiera spun, fired up the stairway, and sent this menace to an early grave.

      “Are you hit?” Atlas asked.

      “No,” Esty said, “but thanks for having my back.”

      They walked down the driveway, put Lenkeffy into the back of the SUV, zip-tied him, and then got moving.

      Atlas said, “We have the address to the red room, but we need to hurry.”

      Yergha was going, but he wasn’t going fast enough.

      “Yergha, break the damn laws,” Atlas barked.  “We don’t have time for prudence.”

      The man responded accordingly.

      Atlas called Codrin and said, “We have Lenkeffy.  How are we on time?”

      “They closed the bidding,” Codrin said, his voice sounding like he had live wires attached to his fillings.  “They’re about to announce the winner and the chosen method of death.”

      “Go, dammit!” he yelled at Yergha.

      They barreled around a corner, clipped three cars, nearly stalled out.  Everyone was hanging on for their lives.

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” Yergha growled.

      “The bids are in,” Atlas said, relaying Codrin’s message.  “They’re getting the method of death right now.”

      “That isn’t going to make me go faster,” Yergha said.

      That was when Codrin told Atlas he had Cira on a three-way conference call.

      “Hi, Atlas,” Cira said.

      “Hey,” he replied, sounding calm.

      “Atlas,” she said, her voice sounding grave, scared.  He figured that she was scared of him after what he had done, but then she spoke, and Atlas realized he was way off.  “The girl they just bid on is Pavlina Issová.”

      “Son of a bitch,” he growled, a light sweat breaking out on the back of his neck.

      “Pavlina is the girl,” Atlas told the others.

      Yergha went faster.

      “They’re going to use a jackhammer on her,” Codrin said a moment later, his tone grim.

      “Fucking hurry!” Atlas yelled, unable to contain himself.

      They managed to get to the eastern suburbs of Prague in record time having only caused five or six accidents.  When they reached the abandoned, dilapidated Prague Car Factory, or Pragova, as it was now known, they sped through the closed gates and raced into the huge industrial yard heading for a building that looked like it was 100 years old and abandoned for half that time.

      Yergha slid to a stop before a huge industrial section of the building where three large vans and two cars were parked.  One of the cars was nicer than the other: a black Audi S5 Sportback with tinted windows.  The four of them piled out.  Atlas dragged Iván out of the back, clipped the zip-ties around his ankles, then hustled the terrified man into the building.

      Kiera had already gone in.

      The barely-illuminated industrial structure was huge, dirty, and frightening at night.  Sitting along the farthest side of the wall were three dead men and a line of a dozen young women, most of them huddled together in their bras and underwear.  The girls had scared looks on their faces, but they were alert and wondering what was happening.

      Kiera was standing over a dead man.  She stomped the side of his head, and then she looked up at Atlas.  He nodded, appreciating what was fast becoming her signature move.

      “Over here!” Yergha said in a loud whisper.

      There was a small room around the corner with light coming from underneath the door.  Behind the closed door were the sounds of screaming.  And then they heard the puttering sounds of old machinery.  Atlas punched Lenkeffy twice, knocking him out, then dropped him and sprinted for the room.

      The four of them burst into the room to find a small film studio with a cameraman and some skinny guy in leather.  Was this creep the executioner’s alternate?

      The girl was naked, laid down on her stomach on the ground, and the new executioner had just started the jackhammer.  He looked up in time to have four people pump so much fucking lead into him that he was dead long before his body hit the floor.

      “Keep that camera running,” Atlas roared.

      “It’s cool dude, I can—”

      “If you shut that camera off, I’m going to do horrible things to you,” Esty growled, the gun aimed at him.  “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yeah,” he said, scared.

      “If I see that red light go off, you’re going to wish to God you never laid eyes on me.”

      “I got it, message received.”

      Atlas went and got Iván, who was trying to get away.

      “No, you don’t,” Atlas said, grabbing him.  Two stiff punches in the kidney slowed him down, made him more manageable.  “I trust you know this place.”

      “I’ve never been here in my life,” the man cried.

      “LIAR!” Atlas screamed, that part of him slipping into hysteria once more.

      When they got back into the room, Pavlina was wrapped in a blanket and sobbing, her body pulled into Esty’s arms in a tight hug.

      Atlas brought the man into the room and made him face the camera.  They were broadcasting to thousands of the world’s most twisted freaks: pedophiles, murderers, psychopaths in every shape and form.  He was about to speak to the worst of the worst.  But he was also speaking to Codrin whom he hoped was recording him.

      “This is Iván Lenkeffy,” Atlas announced.  “He is the founder of Lenkeffy Children’s Foundation.  He is the scourge of the earth and the man who heads this operation.  When you park your money in an escrow account, it is not just his money.  That money also belongs to Moritz Striesow, Diana Todd, Anton Nový, and Jean-Paul Amalric.  All four of these people are dead.  We killed them all today.  Each has a dossier nailed to their forehead.  This dossier contains all of the histories they don’t want the world to know.  We dug that up in a few days.  I can dig up anything on any of you, and I will.  We brought this sack of shit here tonight because we don’t want you to be without a show.  I also want you to know what’s next for all of you.”

      Atlas kicked out the man’s knees, sending Iván crashing down on his kneecaps.  He then whipped out a blade and began circling it around the man’s neck.  Lenkeffy tried to scream, but the wet, choking sounds were muted and eerie, and Atlas was sure it would forever inhabit his dreams.

      The blood spurted and flowed as he worked.  He worked his way around the front of the neck, then the back, and then he retraced his tracks, cutting deeper and deeper, pressing his way down to Lenkeffy’s spine.  Then, holding his head by a fist of hair, he cut through the notches and groves and severed the spinal column.

      The body fell away, but in his hand, the head remained.

      “This is what is going to happen to all of you!” Atlas roared.  “We’re coming for you, and we’re going to kill you.”

      And with that, he launched Iván Lenkeffy’s head at the camera, hitting it square and startling the cameraman.  A second later, gunfire tore apart both the camera and the cameraman.  The feed was officially cut, and the racket was put to a close.

      Pavlina pushed her face into Esty’s chest, hiding her eyes from the violence.  She couldn’t take any more.  But when the noise stopped, she looked up and asked Esty if it was over.

      Esty smoothed her hair back, and then she said, “Yes, it’s over.  We’re going to get you home to your mother.  She’s been worried sick, you know.”

      The girl started to cry.

      “What about the other girls?” Yergha asked.

      Atlas had been thinking of that.  “We’ll drive them to Pavlina’s house, then have her mother alert the police.”

      Esty then turned to him and said, “If you did this, if you cut this man’s head off, then why the chainsaw?”

      “Because that is what we will start sending these people day after day.  We have their email addresses, their home addresses, their places of business.  We’re going to have Codrin haunt them.  They’re going to know we are serious.  If I have things my way, I would never stop sending it.”

      “Jesus,” Esty said.  The way she was looking at Atlas was now with different eyes, eyes full of understanding.  “I get it now.  I see what you’re doing.  Mother of Christ, I see what you just did.”

      “This can’t be a one-off,” Atlas said, kicking Lenkeffy’s head aside.  He fished through the dead cameraman’s pockets and found the Audi key he was looking for, and then he picked up the severed head.  “We needed to send that message.  And, as Sydney Fox had asked, this had to be violent, messy, and public.  This is public enough.”

      “What are you going to do with that?” Yergha pointed to the head and asked.

      “It needs its dossier,” Atlas replied.  “But not just yet.”

      They gathered up the children, then they got everyone situated into the vans.  Atlas drove the 4-door Audi, leading the caravan out of there.  They headed back into the heart of Prague; a short while later, they arrived at Jirina Issová’s house.  The woman must have heard the noise because she came outside, startled at the sight of multiple vehicles parked on the street and in her driveway.

      Pavlina broke loose and ran for her mother, crashing into her arms.  Both women fell into fits of joyous tears.

      After they had a chance to reunite, Yergha walked up to Jirina and said, “There are other girls in the vans.  They need to go to the police.”

      “You did all of this?” she asked.

      “My team,” Yergha said.  “Yes, we did this.”

      She hugged him hard, and then she hugged the others, too.  When she saw all the girls in the vans looking out at her, she fell into an even deeper fit of tears.

      Esty put a finger to her lips and said, “We were never here, okay?”

      The woman nodded.

      “You can’t know us,” she said.

      “Okay,” Jirina replied.  “I understand.”

      Atlas opened the S5’s hatchback, pulled out Iván Lenkeffy’s head, then nailed the dossier to the forehead.  He then walked to the front of the van, broke off the antenna, and staked the severed head to the van.

      “Make sure the police get this message,” Atlas told Jirina.

      “Like they’ll miss that,” Esty muttered.

      When they piled into the Audi to head back to the house, it was with a huge sigh of relief.  His cell phone rang; he answered it.  Codrin was chewing into the phone.  Perhaps he was eating some victory Funyuns, or maybe chowing down on a fresh bag of Cheetos.

      “I’ve been going through multiple accounts related to the most recent escrow account,” he said.  “All I can say is holy shit, Atlas.  Holy.  SHIT.”

      “What?”

      “Everything leads to Cologne, Germany.”

      “Everything?”

      “The original network.”

      “How big is it?” Atlas asked.

      “Huge.  Thousands of names.  Tens of thousands of names.”

      Atlas’ heart dropped at the thought of all of those monsters walking free, hurting and abusing children, getting away with the worst of atrocities.

      “Call Cira,” Codrin said.  “She’ll want to hear from you right away.”

      “Roger that,” Atlas replied.  Then, speaking from his heart, which was settled, he told Codrin what the hacker deserved to hear.  “I just want you to know that we are all essential to this operation, but without you, we would not have been able to do this.  You’re incredible at what you do, and you should make sure you get a cut of this job.  When I speak with Leopold, I’m going to insist on it.”

      The chewing stopped.  “Thank you, Atlas.”

      “You earned it, kid.”

      He called Cira and gave her the news, and then he told her he would see her soon.  Sometime later, when they walked into the house, Cira grabbed him and hugged him tightly.  Then, right there, in front of everyone—and even though he was blood-soaked yet again—she planted a huge kiss on his lips.

      “Where’s mine?” Yergha looked at Cira and asked.

      “Right here,” Atlas said, reaching for Yergha’s face.  The man cried out in laughter and backed away.

      Everyone started to laugh, and the joy went around that night, all of them drinking victory drinks right before Atlas went to shower…again.  And then they got on the phone as a team, Cira calling Leopold.

      He answered, sounding groggy, clearly on pain meds.

      “The network has been disbanded, the main players are dead, and we have two videos for Sydney Fox,” Cira proudly announced.

      “That’s excellent news!” Leopold said, still sounding sleepy.

      “The whole gang is here, except for Codrin,” Atlas said.  “He should be here because without him, we wouldn’t have pulled this off.”

      “He’s the best hacker in the world,” Leopold replied.

      “You could not be more right about that,” Atlas said.

      “Do you want to call Sydney with this news, or would you like me to call her in light of your condition?” Cira asked.

      “You earned the right to make the call.  I’ll text you the number.  By the way, I sent the jet back for you.  The pilot is going to text you when he lands.  They have a pilot’s lounge where he can rest at the FBO if you decide to sleep through the night.”

      “We’ll call when we’re on our way,” she said.

      “What about the heat?” Leopold asked.

      “There’s going to be a ton of it, which is why I would just as soon get to the airport and get the hell out of here.”

      “Smart,” Leopold said.  “I’ll see you when you get to town.”

      “I’m taking Atlas straight to San Francisco.  But I’ll head to your place after I return him to the prison, if that’s okay.”

      “That will be fine,” he said.  He paused for a moment, and then he spoke.  This time, he sounded awake.  “I’m proud of all of you.  I couldn’t want for a better team of people.”

      “You brought us together,” Esty said.  “We’re family because of you.”

      “It’s a dysfunctional family, though,” Kiera added, causing everyone to break into laughter again.

      They signed off with Leopold, and then Cira stepped out back and called Sydney.  Atlas walked outside with her.  She activated the speakerphone so he could hear the conversation.

      “Hello?” Sydney said.

      “Sydney, this is Cira Kingsley.  I’m calling you about Prague.”

      “Hi Cira,” she said.  “Why isn’t Leopold calling?”

      “The short answer is that he was taken hostage and nearly beaten to death.  The long answer is that I ran the op, and he’s given me the right to call you with the good news.”

      “Is Leopold going to be okay?” she asked, concerned.

      “It wasn’t pretty, but this is the life we live, and these are the risks that come with this job.”

      “I gather,” she said, suddenly sounding nervous.

      “I’m going to give you the password to an encrypted email account.  There are six files in this account.  Four of them are images of well…the people who didn’t make it.  The two video files are for you.  But you don’t want to watch them on anything but an empty stomach.  We care about Callie, and we wanted vengeance for you.  It will show.”

      “It’s that bad?” she asked.

      “These are your snuff films, Ms. Fox,” Cira said.

      “So, it’s done, then?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And you’re sure they are the right people?”

      “One hundred percent positive.”

      “What about a statement to the public?” she asked.  “Leopold and I discussed that, so I’m assuming he told you that was part of our arrangement.”

      “The complete dossiers of each of these people have been nailed to their foreheads,” Cira said.  “All the deaths but two were public.  Those two deaths are the videos you see, and they were shown to every person participating in the red room.  These two bodies will also be found, and both of them will have dossiers nailed to their foreheads as well.”

      “Wow,” she said, taken aback.  “That’s above and beyond.”

      “In a city with such little crime, these murders will be high-profile, and it will get pretty crazy considering the contents of the dossiers.”

      “I imagine,” she said.  “Will there be blowback on this?”

      “Not for us,” Cira said.  “That’s what the dossiers are for.  There will be no way to dodge the questions about the dossiers or their contents.  This will put the focus on the heinous crimes of these men.  People will not want the killers found.”

      “This is good news, Cira.  I’m so glad you called.”

      “There is a bonus video in there.  It’s of the…the executioner.  Atlas did that free of charge.  It’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen, so beware.”

      “Having my daughter come home in pieces was the worst thing I’ve ever experienced,” Sydney said with a tremor in her voice.  “Hopefully, this will bring me closure.”

      “I hope that for you as well, Ms. Fox.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “There’s one more thing,” Cira said.  “I want you to know that, because of your need to stop these people, we were able to kill Prague’s entire network.  We were also able to get a message out to everyone participating in this sick society.”

      “Really?” she asked, her emotions now showing.  It sounded like she was on the verge of tears.

      “That is in video number two.  It was broadcast to the fourteen-hundred-and-twenty-two people bidding on the girls and watching a murder take place.  We stopped the murder, saved the child, and then we stamped into the minds of those monsters that, as long as we walk the earth, they aren’t safe.  Not from us, because fuck them.  Pardon, my French.”

      “That’s alright,” Sydney said.  “What I mean is, that’s great.  What will you do now?”

      “We’ll do what we do,” Cira said, cryptic.

      “I don’t know how I can ever thank you and your team.”

      “Just take care of Zoey and little Maisie,” Cira said, “and then we’ll be square.”

      “I love that you remember their names,” Sydney said, a soft edge to her voice.

      “I will never forget them, Sydney,” she said, “nor will I forget you.”

      Sydney started to cry, and then she said, “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” she said, holding back tears of her own.

      Cira hung up and looked at Atlas.  He pulled her into a hug and said, “I’m not gonna lie, seeing you operate in this capacity is freaking sexy.”

      “Promise me one thing,” she said with a sniffle.

      “If I can, I will,” Atlas replied.

      “Whoever the hell that was who slaughtered the executioner, and then Iván…please promise me that I will never see that man off the job.  Because that was so scary.  Not you, him.”

      “I promise,” Atlas said.  “I pumped all of my hate into those two acts because that’s where that hate belonged.  Not in normal life.  And not in society.”

      “Don’t hurt kids,” Cira said, their private motto.

      “Don’t hurt kids,” Atlas echoed.

      For a while, the two of them stood in each other’s embrace.  Then Atlas’ shoulders started to shake, and a sob broke loose.  Whatever hatred got out of him left a vacancy that quickly filled with the memory of all that carnage.  He knew what the tears were about, what the sudden surge of emotion was: it was a great and terrible sadness.

      He was crying because the man who was once Atlas Hargrove was gone, and in his stead was nothing more than a hall of shame and horror.  He was crying because, on this trip, he felt himself die.  He was crying because so many children had died as well.

      Cira held him in that soft, dark moment, and then she said, “It’s okay Atlas.  Just let it all out.”

      She was wrong.  None of this was okay.  But she was also right, so he let himself grieve.
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      The phone rang while Atlas was getting out of the shower.  He wrapped his towel around his waist, then he walked into the bright room overlooking the Vltava river.  The look on Cira’s face stopped him in his tracks.  She glanced up with tears in her eyes.

      “What?” he asked.

      She sniffled, then got out of bed.  She wasn’t wearing anything, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      “Who is that?” Atlas asked.

      “One of Leopold’s detectives,” she said.  “Scotty.”

      “And?”

      “They found her.”

      The tears hit him instantly, faster than he thought possible.  “What?  Is she…?”

      “She’s alive.  They have her.”

      He suddenly felt very weak and shaky, like he hadn’t eaten in a few days and his body was giving up, but this wasn’t giving up.  This was life.

      “Is she there now?” he asked.  “Do they have her?”

      She nodded, wiping her eyes.  And then she handed him the phone.

      He took it, drew a deep, shaky breath, and said, “Hello?”

      Cira hugged him from behind, wrapping his body with hers.  He couldn’t breathe for a moment, but her holding him, having her there for him during this, loosened his airways to the point where he could breathe again.

      “This is Scotty Chase,” the detective said.  “I’ve been looking for Alabama since the beginning.”

      “Can I…can I talk to her?” he asked, breathless.

      He heard Scotty cover the phone with his hand and ask, “Do you want to talk to your dad?”  There was a slight pause, then: “She wants to say hello.”

      “Hand her the phone, please,” Atlas said, aching to talk with her.  His heart was kicking so hard in his chest he was afraid he would have a heart attack before he even got a chance to say hello.

      “Daddy?” the voice came over the line.

      He started to shake, the sting of tears, the flooding, the dripping, the sobbing.  “Alabama?” he asked, his voice coming out in a new, high tone.  “Is that you?”

      She started to cry, and then she said, “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Oh, thank God,” he said.  “Thank God.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I am now,” she said.  He heard the fear in her voice, the relief, but he also heard the pain, the fatigue, and shades of the little girl he saw last.  “When can I come home?”

      “I’m coming to get you,” he said.

      The sound of a text coming over the phone pulled him from this moment.  He looked down, and the text was from Leopold.  The pilot was waiting for them.

      Late last night, Cira texted Leopold and said they were opting to sleep in actual beds, so they were all on standby.  She said there was some heat behind the murders.  But, the police department’s urgency to solve the murders didn’t seem as dramatic as the reading of the names and their mention of the “dirty dossiers.”  News officials seemed to be confused by the lack of urgency, but they didn’t mind the sudden increase in viewership.

      Atlas didn’t want to get off the phone with Alabama. Still, the team had killed several important people rather violently. And though the police didn’t seem too gung-ho about catching the killers, they were most likely looking for them.  

      Their only hope was that the dirty dossiers bought them time.  If they had seen the horrible things these monsters had done—and he knew that they had—would they put their best foot forward?  Or would they slow-walk the story into a cold case, hoping this was the lesser of two evils?  That was the million-dollar question.  Fortunately, it was starting to feel like the latter.  Still, they had to be smart.

      “Sweetheart, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      “I don’t want you to go,” Alabama said, crying.

      “I’m coming to pick you up.  The plane is waiting for me right now.”

      “You’re not in prison?”

      “You know about that?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      “I saw you on television.  You killed those boys who ran over all of those children.  They said you were going to be in prison for life.  That Mom was divorcing you.”

      “There’s a lot to discuss when I get there, but I’m in Prague and I kind of need to leave fast.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.  We’ll talk about everything then, okay?”

      “Daddy,” she said, “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he said, his features pinched, his heart aching to see his daughter.  “You’re the only thing I’ve always ever loved.”

      “Me, too,” she said.  “You and Mom.”

      “Bye, sweetheart,” he said.

      He hated to push the END button, but it was time to go.  Cira pulled him into a deep embrace.  Once more, she was there for him when he fell apart, when he came together, when the old, angry, insane Atlas went away, and the normal, balanced Atlas returned.

      “You have been here for me so much,” he said.  “Thank you.”

      “I think it’s because I love you.”

      He drew a deep breath, then pulled away and looked at her.

      “Really?” he asked.  Cira nodded, her eyes glossy with unshed tears.  “Because I’ve been thinking the same thing, too.”

      “Which is?” she asked.

      “That I think I love you, too.”

      “How do you know?” she asked, wiping her eyes.

      “Because you’re the only person I think of more than Alabama.”  Switching subjects, because they were technically still on the mission and Cira was running point, he said, “Leopold just texted you.  The pilot is wondering where we are.”

      “Oh, shit,” she said.  “Well, then, it’s time to go.”

      They packed their things, checked out, and then got into the stolen S5 and boogied over to the house where Kiera, Esty, and Yergha were waiting.  The three of them stuffed themselves into the back seat, Esty riding on the plastic center console.

      “This feels amazing on my ass bones,” she said.

      “I bet,” Yergha said.  “If they start to hurt, I’d like to offer up my lap.  We don’t even have to make out, but that’s on the table if you want to spice things up.”

      “I don’t,” she said.

      “I can see in your eyes that you do.”

      She laughed and elbowed him.  “I’m going to miss your dumb ass,” she said.  “Where are you living these days?”

      “Turkey,” he said.  “You?”

      “I just rented a condo in Miami.  It’s ten floors up with views of the ocean.”

      “That sounds like an invitation.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Well, if you ever want to trade the gorgeous beach for a sandbox, I’ve got a room for you.”

      “Turkey is not on my bucket list, but if I change my mind, I’ll be sure to look you up.”

      “You two should have sex,” Kiera said.

      “Do you even know what sex is?” Esty asked the girl.

      “Something I don’t do.  But I don’t have a friendship like that.  And isn’t it friendship that leads to sex?”

      Yergha and Esty looked at each other, marveling at the conversation, and then Esty said, “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “It could,” Yergha said.

      Kiera nodded, then said, “What about Cira and Atlas?  They’re friends, and they have sex.”

      “It’s complicated with those two,” Esty said.

      “We’re slaves,” Kiera replied.

      And that was it.  No one said anything else.  The thing that Atlas realized about Kiera was that socially, she was still young and did not understand the complexities of friendship, attraction, sex, and the art of comfortable conversation.  But for some reason, this was why he appreciated her so much.  She was a social infant who could kill you a hundred different ways before you could even blink.

      When they arrived at the airport, they drove to the side of the runway, wiped down and abandoned the Audi, then walked to the plane and climbed aboard.  Cira didn’t want to look over her shoulder for fear of seeing the police coming for them, but she could not resist.  Atlas watched this happen.  Maybe it was fear or anticipation, or just that itch she was dying to scratch.  The “are-we-going-to-make-it” itch.

      When she glanced over her shoulder, right before she climbed the steps to board the G650, all she saw was the abandoned Audi.  A grin broke over her face.  “You did it, Cira.  You’re one bad motherfu—”

      “You coming?” Atlas asked from inside the doorway.

      “On my way,” she replied, looking up.

      When the jet moved into the queue, they taxied to the runway, turned around, and then waited for clearance to take off.  Cira looked like she was sweating.  Atlas felt like he knew what she was thinking.  Any minute the authorities could deny their clearance, and they would all be arrested and detained.

      Then the pilot spoke.  They had been cleared for takeoff.  Everyone had their seatbelts buckled.  They were ready to go when the pilot leaned into the throttle.  Before long, they were lifting off the runway, the wind under the wings, the jet engines pushing them high into the sky.

      Atlas reached for Cira’s hand and said, “We made it.  In and out, right?”

      “In and out-ish,” she said, her mouth dry.  “I think I need a drink.”

      When they hit cruising elevation, Yergha poured everyone a celebratory drink.  He was handing the flute of bubbly to Kiera when he stopped and pulled the glass away.  She looked up at him, mid-reach.

      “How old are you?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Truthfully?”

      “Yes, truthfully.”

      “Are you at least 21 years old?” Yergha asked.

      “I told you already,” she said.  “What does it matter?”

      He looked around for help from the others, but there was no help to be found.  Then he asked, “Have you ever had anything to drink before?”

      “I drink things all the time,” the young assassin said.  “Like last night.”

      “That was soda, not alcohol,” Yergha replied.

      “Just give her the drink,” Atlas said.  “She freaking earned it.  We all did.”

      One drink turned into a few drinks, and by the time it was time to land in Turkey, Yergha was upset because the party was just getting started.

      “I’m going to miss you guys,” he said, suddenly emotional.

      The feeling was mutual.  Atlas had worked with him in Juárez for a short bit, but he was professional, rock-solid, and funny.  None of that meant much then, but after the second op together, Atlas had come to appreciate the man.  They bro hugged before he left the plane, and then Esty got up to hug him.

      “I’m going to miss you most,” Yergha said.

      “Dammit, Yergha,” she said, looking at him.  “You’re going to make me miss you, too, now.  Don’t take this the wrong way, but—”

      She leaned in and kissed him quickly on the lips.

      “Holy shit,” he said, stunned.

      “Was that sex?” Kiera asked, causing Atlas and Cira to quietly laugh.

      “It felt like it,” Yergha replied.

      “It wasn’t,” Esty said.

      “I kind of feel like it was,” Yergha said with a grin.  Then to Kiera, he said, “Sex is what happens next.”

      “You’re getting off the plane,” Esty said, “so if sex is you playing with yourself in the sandbox, then yes, sex is next.”

      He hugged her and said, “In all honesty, I will miss you.”

      “Me, too, Yergha,” she said.

      When he left, everyone was quiet, and the takeoff was anticlimactic.  By the time they reached the continental US, only Atlas was awake.  He couldn’t sleep knowing he was about to see Alabama.

      He glanced out the window as they landed in Teterboro, New Jersey, and then they hugged Esty and wished her well at her new place in Miami.

      “Leopold paid for first-class tickets to Miami,” Cira told her.  “He texted you the information so check your phone and have a safe flight back.”

      “Do I have to take an Uber to LaGuardia?” she asked.  Cira nodded, causing Esty to let out a low groan.  “Ah, man!  I knew there was a catch.”

      “Love you,” Cira said.

      “No you don’t,” Esty replied, pulling her into a final hug.

      When Cira let go, Esty turned to Atlas.  “Hopefully, we’ll work together again, psycho.”

      Atlas grinned and said, “We’ll see.”

      “You are a freaking lunatic, but you know what they say—it takes one to know one.”

      “Two peas in a pod,” he grinned.

      “Word,” she replied.  She hugged him again and said, “Stay frosty in the joint.”

      “You know it,” he replied.

      The pilot in command switched seats with the second in command.  Atlas wondered if he’d flown all legs of the journey or if he brought the second pilot in so that he didn’t have to.  Before long, they were airborne again, this time heading to Connecticut.

      That was when Cira filled Atlas in on the details surrounding Alabama’s rescue.  She capped it off by saying, “Scotty and Jackson have Apple detained for you.  She is Leopold’s gift to you, Scotty’s gift to you, and Jackson’s gift to you.”

      “I would like to see Alabama first,” he said.

      “Alabama is safe, and you’ll get to see her, but first, we need to take care of this loose end.”

      “Scotty can take care of it, can’t he?” Atlas asked.

      “These guys went out of their way to make this possible for you, Atlas.  So we’re doing it, no questions asked.  And you’ll act grateful when you see them.  I’ll tell you why.  Even though Leopold arranged that our detectives would work for you while you were working for him, Scotty and Jackson kept looking for Alabama after Juárez.  They did this at no cost to Leopold and with no personal compensation but a small retainer.  I know Leopold well enough to know that he will pay them for the time they spent in the form of a performance bonus.  But they don’t know that, which is why you’re going to show your appreciation.”

      “Really?” he asked, stunned.

      “We’re a family, Atlas.  People care about you and Alabama.”

      He was touched by the sentiment.  He was already emotional and dying to see his daughter, but he didn’t have the words for her.  She continued anyway.

      “Alabama isn’t that far from where they are holding Apple.  Besides, Ethan has already arranged for a driver to take us to see Apple.  So, we’re going.  I insist.”

      “Are you coming with us, Kiera?” Atlas asked.

      “Do you need me there?”

      “Not if you don’t want to come with us.”

      “I think I’m going to watch a movie,” she said.  “I’ve never seen a Hollywood movie before.”

      “What are you going to watch?”

      “Blade,” she replied.

      “Excellent choice,” Atlas replied.

      The driver Ethan had arranged to meet them on the private runway was waiting with an old Honda Accord.  The sedan’s paint was peeling, and the yellow headlights were dim behind old headlamps.

      “What is this?” Atlas asked Cira.

      “We’re going into a seedy section of town,” she said.  “This beater won’t stand out the same way an S550 or a 7-series will stand out.”

      Once they were inside the car, the driver handed Atlas a hard-plastic gun case.  Atlas opened it up and found a Glock 19 with a suppressor tucked into a gray foam cutout.  There was also a short, tactical blade sitting on top of the foam if what he wanted was a meaner death.

      “Thank you,” Atlas said to the man.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Cira took Atlas’ hand and said, “What I said in the hotel room, I meant that.”

      He turned and looked at her.  “I meant it, too.”

      Night had fallen, and it was getting cold outside.  The heater inside the car stunk, and the leather seats were cold and hard.  But Atlas didn’t care.  He just wanted to be done with this.

      When they drove past the disgusting house and parked around the block, he and Cira hopped out, doubled-back, then hopped the fence and entered into the house through the back door, which was open.

      “Scotty says she’s upstairs in the master bedroom,” Cira informed him.

      They didn’t turn on all the lights because they didn’t want the neighbors knowing they were there.  But, up in the master bedroom, they turned on Apple’s light.  She was lying on the floor on her side.  Her wrists and ankles were bound, and her face was bloody as if she had taken a beating.  Her closed eyes were small and not quite straight, her features a bit piggish, and her hair was curly and out of control, but only because she hadn’t paid attention to it in a few days.

      One sniff and Atlas knew she had pissed her pants.  Judging by the dried smell of it, Scotty and Jackson had let her marinate.  They probably figured she wouldn’t be alive much longer.  If that was the case, they had figured right.

      “Is she dead?”

      “I don’t think so,” Atlas said.

      Apple opened her eyes, mumbled something into the sock stuffed into her mouth, and then she laughed like a crazy person.

      Her words were muffled, unintelligible.

      And it was not lost on either of them that someone had broken her nose.  Both nostrils had bled into the sock that was stuffed into her mouth.  All of that blood had since dried around her lips and mouth.  Atlas would like to have been the one to do that, but the fact that someone already had was okay by him.  She deserved it.

      He opened the gun case, took out the tactical blade, then cut the daisy chain of zip-ties freeing the smelly sock from her nasty-looking mouth.

      “No, I’m not dead,” she said, trying to sit up.  “I’m just hungry.  And I can’t feel my hands or feet.”

      Atlas placed her in a seated position.  She looked at them both and said, “Who the fuck are you two?”

      “This is Cira Kingsley.  You don’t know her, but she helped me find you.  And I’m Atlas Hargrove.  Alabama’s father.”

      “Oh, shit,” the woman said.

      “Yeah,” Cira replied, drawing out the word.

      “I’m also the guy who killed your son, Keegan,” Atlas said.  “I had my friends hold him down, and then I split his skull open with an ax.  It was a fitting death.”

      The woman started to grunt out a string of curse words, but Atlas wasn’t into torture—not after Prague—and he’d had enough killing to last him a lifetime.

      Rather than listening to her go on, he showed her the knife and said, “Enjoy hell, asshole.”

      Fear rode every wrinkle and crease on her face.  Her dim, bloodshot eyes were yellowed around the edges, ugly, and flaring.  She tried to gather up a glob of spit, but the second she sucked at the insides of her mouth, Atlas stabbed her in the throat with the blade, startling her.

      The wound began to bleed.  Apple gasped, then she tried to free herself, but her hands were tied, so the wound bled free.

      “I was kind to you,” Atlas told her.  “This is the quickest way for you to join your son, and I’ll stay here long enough to see you to the other side.”

      “Asshole,” she muttered, her cheeks shaking, her lips wet and raw.

      He stuck her in the throat again; then he sat back and watched her die.  When her eyes closed and she sagged over sideways, he stood, looked at Cira, and said, “Ready?”

      “That’s it?” Cira asked.  “I was expecting you to peel her face from her skull and wear it around as a mask.”

      “Why in the hell would I do that?”

      “Chainsaw,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Texas Chainsaw Massacre?” Cira asked.  He frowned.  “Too soon?”

      He let out a low chortle, then asked, “How many times did you watch my video?”

      “Just once.  And then one more time.  You cut that guy in half, Atlas.”

      “You can’t take chances with the Boogeyman,” he said.  “Besides, I’ve had enough torture and killing for the week.  I just want to see Alabama.”

      When they arrived at the address that Scotty had texted them, Atlas got out and stretched.  Two men were waiting on the front stoop for them.  They both stood up.

      “Atlas?” one of them asked.

      “In the flesh,” he replied.

      Both men met him, and they shook hands.  “I’m Scotty Chase, and this is my associate and friend, Jackson Burke.”

      “Good to meet both of you,” Atlas said.

      Cira walked up beside them and said, “I’m glad to finally meet you, too.”

      “Cira?” Jackson asked.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.  She shook hands with each of them.  “How is she?”

      “She had some excess bleeding, but Quinn is taking care of her,” Scotty said.

      “Quinn?” Atlas asked.

      “Oh, sorry, she’s the nurse.  Quinn Mitchell.  She’s amazing, by the way.  Did you get over to see Apple yet?  You can’t leave that fruit to rot.”

      Atlas laughed, which prompted the others to laugh as well.  “Yeah, I saw her.  Thank you, guys.  I’m grateful for everything you’ve done.”

      “How is she?” Jackson asked.  “Apple.”

      “Dead,” he said.

      “Good, I hated that woman,” he said.  “Dark soul through and through.”

      “Some people are born bad,” Cira said.  Then to Atlas, she said, “I’ll go in and check on her.  Then I’ll get you when Quinn says she’s good.”

      Atlas turned back to the detectives and said, “Is she doing okay?”

      “She’ll need some TLC and some time,” Jackson said, “but I think maybe she can try to find some semblance of normal.”

      “You should get her a therapist,” Scotty suggested.  “Well, I mean, Jade should get her a therapist.  She’ll need someone to talk to about this.  Especially if she has PTSD.”

      “Do you think that’s likely?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Scotty said.

      “As I said, I can’t thank you enough,” Atlas said, giving them each a hug.

      This was not a Hollywood hug or a bro hug.  He gave them a real, legitimate hug.  The men seemed to appreciate the sentiment.

      “I blew my entire life apart over Alabama’s kidnapping,” he said, pulling back.  “I’m sure you know what the end of that outcome was.”

      Both men nodded, understanding in their eyes.  He could tell right away these were good men.  This further lent to Leopold’s credibility.  He knew how to construct a team.

      “Yeah,” Scotty said, exchanging looks with Jackson.  “We saw you at the trial.”

      “You did?” Atlas asked.

      “I hope you don’t think less of us,” Jackson said, “but we cheered when you lost your shit on the judge and the families of those assholes you smoked.”

      Scotty laughed.  “Yeah, man, that was freaking epic.”

      Cira opened the door, saw the three men smiling, then said, “Fast friends, I see.”

      “How is she?” Atlas asked.

      “She wants to see you,” Cira replied.

      Right then, Atlas felt that sinking feeling in his gut returning.  He thought he was going to throw up, or pass out, or both.  An arm grabbed him, stabilizing him.  Jackson.  The others had seen it, too.

      “Thanks,” he told the detective.

      “Anytime,” Jackson said.

      Cira took Atlas’ hand and walked inside, the tears already starting to form.
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      Atlas stepped inside of Quinn’s home, his heart in his throat.  He suffered two or three rapid-fire bouts of vertigo, almost like he was about to have an out-of-body experience, but then he was grounded once more.

      “God, I’ve never seen you look so pale,” Cira said as she took his hand.  “I’m here with you, but I promise you this, the minute you see her, you won’t know there’s anyone but Alabama in the room.”

      “I feel like I’m going to be a weepy teen,” he said, wiping his eyes.  “Can’t you hear the flutter in my voice?”

      “We both feel like that,” Cira said.  Cupping his face, she said, “She is beautiful, Atlas.  She’s so beautiful.”

      When he walked into the living room, he saw her sitting there, and he went to pieces.  She got up and walked to him, slowly, gingerly, and she practically collapsed into his arms.  After all of these years, he didn’t know how a body could contain all of this joy, all of this pain, and all of this love.  He had finally found her.

      She was crying too much to speak, but so was he, so they just held each other.  He pulled back and looked at her, and he saw Jade in her features, and he saw himself.  But the emotions…oh how they were roaring through him!  He tried to get hold of himself, but everything in him just kept coming, and so he held her again, and it was like that for a long time.

      When she finally pulled away, he said, “I thought you had died, but I still felt you in my heart.  I never stopped looking for you.”

      He took her hands, felt them in his, remembered what these little hands were like as a child, and at that moment, he saw both the infant she had been and the woman that she was now, and he knew that this was what it was like to be the father of a little girl.

      He looked down at her belly, and he said, “The baby?”

      “Stillborn.”

      He nodded, not sure what to say.

      “That was what I wanted,” Alabama said.

      “A child shouldn’t have to bear that burden,” he replied.  “But you shouldn’t have had to go through what you went through either.”

      And then it was the waterworks again.  Alabama circled her arms around him and lay her head on his chest like a child who loved her parent.  “Thinking of you and Mom got me through this.  I knew that I would see you again, that you would find me eventually.  I knew it.”

      She started to break down again, but these were different tears.  These were the sort of tears that signified the release of deeper pain, worlds of abuse, and tremendous fear.

      “What happened to Apple?” she looked up and asked.

      “The same thing that happened to Keegan,” he said.  She held his gaze, the question burning bright in her eyes.  He shook his head.  “She didn’t make it.”

      “So, she’s dead?” Alabama asked.

      “People don’t get to hurt you and live,” he said.  “Besides, what are they going to do, put me in prison longer?  Convict me of more murder?”

      “We should go,” Cira said.

      Atlas turned to Quinn and smiled.  “Thank you for everything you have done for my daughter.”

      Quinn nodded, but then she looked at Atlas and said, “Wait, I know you.”

      “Please forget that part of all of this,” Atlas said.

      She nodded, slowly understanding.

      “Your daughter is a bright light in this world,” Quinn said.  “My life is better for having known her, even if only for a few hours.”

      He saw in her eyes that she knew bad things had happened to Alabama and that it bothered her.

      “Dad,” she asked.  “How old am I?”

      “Old enough to start driving,” Atlas said.  To Nurse Quinn, he said, “Is she okay to travel?  We’d be boarding a jet to California.”

      “Yes,” she said.  Then she looked at Alabama with soft, compassionate eyes.  “She knows what to do to take care of herself from this point forward.  I would still have her mother take her to a doctor for a full examination.”

      “I’ll let her know,” Atlas said.  “Thanks again.”

      He walked Alabama to the car and got her situated in the back seat.  Atlas and Cira said goodbye to Scotty and Jackson, who both said, “It’s hard to believe it’s finally over.”

      “I’m going to tell Leopold how valuable you are,” Cira said.  “I’m sure he already knows this, but I’m going to ram that point home.”

      “I knew I liked you for a reason,” Scotty grinned.  “It’s nice to meet you face-to-face.”

      “Likewise,” she said.

      “You two saved my life, but you also saved my daughter,” Atlas said.  “I will always remember that.”

      The men nodded, and though they all had that look like they wanted to say more, some words were best left unspoken.  They had survived a war looking for this child, and each person in that war had played a part.

      Atlas shook the men’s hands, held their eyes one last time, and nodded.

      Cira rode in front; Atlas sat in back with Alabama.  He buckled up, but he held his daughter’s hand, and she let him.  He felt overcome with emotion.  How could he spend another minute of his life away from her?  But there was a terrible sadness cutting through him.  He would get home, and he would have to leave her.  He’d have to go back to that place, NorCal State Prison.  He would have to do his time now, for real.

      The driver delivered them back to the jet.  Cira thanked him, and they boarded the G650 headed to California.  Atlas helped Alabama board the plane, careful to remember that she had just delivered a baby.  Taking this into consideration, he tried to imagine what she was going through, how all of this was just as overwhelming to her as it was to him.

      When Kiera saw Alabama, she smiled.  The look on her face was both beautiful and disarming.  It was also the look of a young girl rather than an assassin.

      “Alabama?” Kiera asked.

      The girl nodded.

      “Will you let me hug you?”

      She nodded again.

      She embraced the girl, her eyes moist, one of the first signs of emotion they had seen in this Kiera.  “I wish someone loved me the way your father loves you.”

      Alabama stood back and looked at her.  They weren’t that much different in age.  “How do you know my father?”

      “We kill bad people together,” Kiera said as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Atlas cleared his throat, and Kiera looked up.  “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?  She should know how incredible you have become.”

      Atlas kept his mouth shut.

      Kiera looked back at Alabama and said, “If I had a father, I would want him to be just like yours.”

      “Thank you,” Alabama said.

      The flight from Connecticut was shorter than Atlas expected.  When they touched down, he was again moved by the notion that he might never see these people again.  When they taxied down the runway, he saw a black Land Rover waiting: Kiera’s ride home.

      Kiera stood and looked at Atlas.  “You’re done here, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “I think so,” he said.

      She grabbed him and pulled him into a fierce and heartfelt hug.  It was not lost on him that they were both returning to their cages.  But, where she could get out of hers, he would always be stuck in his.

      “Every minute I was with you was a memory I will treasure,” he said.  Kiera looked up at him with big, emotional eyes.  “You are different from when I first met you.  I like you, Kiera.  I am so glad that we could fight these fights together.”

      Kiera reached up and kissed him, and even though Cira was watching, he knew that she would understand.  Cira was special like that.  But so was Kiera.

      “Take good care of yourself,” Atlas said.

      “My well-being isn’t anything I can control,” she said.  “But I will make the most of this life while I have it.”

      When she walked past Cira, she said, “I know he is yours.  You can see it in his eyes.”  She hugged Cira and said, “Please come back for me.  I hate this place.”

      Hearing this broke Atlas’ heart.

      They were both happy to be out of their cages and working together on important, meaningful things that impacted the world for good, but it also made it more difficult to be locked up afterward.  It made it so much worse.

      Maybe he would relax now that he was going back to prison and wouldn’t be getting out again.  That was the stability he needed, even though he probably wouldn’t live very long.  At that moment, he looked at Alabama, who was looking at him strangely.  She did not know why her father was with these two women, one of them kissing him, the other now revealed to be a woman Atlas cared for deeply.  If she asked, he would explain it to her later.

      He watched as Kiera walked down the stairs and got into the Land Rover.  There was a stern-looking woman in the back seat.  She bore an air of wealth and sophistication, but the look on her face told him she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty.

      The Land Rover’s window was down, this woman was looking at Cira, and—from what he could see—Cira was staring back, undaunted.

      If the air between them iced over at that very moment, he would not be surprised.  But then the woman asked Cira something.  Cira answered her, and then the woman nodded, rolled up her window, and said something to the driver.

      When the Land Rover took off, his heart broke for Kiera.  He would miss her.  Cira boarded the jet once more, then sat down beside him.

      “Who was that woman?”

      “Isabelle Norwood,” Cira said.  “Kiera’s handler.”

      “Who was that girl?” Alabama asked.

      “Kiera is what’s called an asset,” Cira said.  She looked at Atlas, who gave a subtle nod.  “She’s an assassin.”

      “Whoa,” Alabama said.  “I hugged an assassin?”

      Cira nodded.

      “Cool.”

      By the time they touched down in San Francisco, the sun was working its way over the horizon, the soft light of dawn appearing.  A limo was waiting to take them to Jade’s home.

      Atlas sat beside Alabama.  He told her that he loved her mother as much today as the day he married her, maybe more.  But he also said that Rocco was taking care of her where he couldn’t.

      “Are they in love?” Alabama asked.

      “If she loves him,” Atlas said, “just ask her, and she will tell you.”

      “Does she not love you anymore?”

      “She does, but it’s hard to think of making a future with me when I will be in prison for the rest of my life.”

      The reality of this singular fact hit Alabama hard, making her quiet, filling her eyes with tears.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” he said, taking her hand.  “Had I not ended up in prison, I would have never met the people who found you.  Because I am here, you are free, safe, and you will be back with those who love you most.”

      “What about Cira?” she asked, looking at the woman.  Cira smiled, and maybe she was wondering that as well.

      “Everyone needs to feel wanted, loved, and appreciated,” Atlas said.  “We do that for each other.”

      “You love my father?” she asked.

      Cira nodded.

      She was quiet the rest of the way home.  Later, when they pulled into Jade’s driveway, it was early in the morning, almost too early.

      “She lives here?” she asked, looking at a house that was new to her.  Atlas nodded.  “Is Rocco going to want me here?”

      “Rocco and I have an understanding,” Atlas said.  “He takes care of you and Jade the same way I would, or I pay him a visit.”

      “But you’re going back to prison,” she said.

      “I will always find a way to protect you and your mother,” Atlas said.  “No prison could hold me back, as you now know.”

      She hugged him tightly, refusing to get out of the car.  But then she let go, and part of his soul pulled away from him, that part that needed his daughter in his life, that part that found her and was desperate to spend every waking minute with her.  But he would have to let her go, and that killed him.  That flat-out murdered him.

      He got out of the limo, then opened the door for her.  She got out as well, then took his hand, and together they walked to the door.

      He knocked lightly.  A moment later, the porch light came on.  Atlas might have been as nervous delivering her to Jade as he was when he picked her up from Quinn Mitchell’s home.  The door opened, and Rocco stared at them both, shocked.

      With his arm around his daughter, he said, “Rocco, this is my daughter, Alabama.  Alabama, this nice man is Rocco.  He and your mom will be happy to have you here.”

      Atlas looked at Rocco with eyes that could cut through diamonds.  They were the kind of eyes that said You had better do exactly what I asked you to do, and you’d better do it with a smile.  Rocco knew the score, and a smile appeared.

      “Your mom has been dreaming of seeing you for years,” Rocco told Alabama.  “And you are more beautiful than I envisioned.  How is that possible?”

      Alabama smiled, then she looked up at Atlas, suddenly a little less nervous.

      “Atlas?” he heard Jade say from inside the house.

      She appeared a moment later, but then she saw Alabama, stopped in her tracks, and teared up immediately.  The emotions bowled over her in a flash.  Those big beautiful eyes flooded with tears, she started to shake and cry, and then she rushed to Alabama and pulled her into the kind of hug that Atlas had always dreamed about.  He had fantasized about this moment for years, and it was sweeter and more intense than even he could have imagined.

      That took him back to Rocco.  The man looked at Atlas and quietly said, “How’d you get out?”

      Ignoring the question, Atlas pulled him aside and said, “Do you still want to marry Jade?”

      “That hasn’t changed,” Rocco said.

      “Do you remember my one condition?”

      He frowned.  “I recall there being a few conditions.”

      “Tell me those conditions so that I know you were listening,” Atlas said.

      Rocco would have been terrified not to answer the question had the unhinged version of Atlas been asking.  The last time he saw Rocco, Atlas wanted to break through the prison’s Plexiglas barrier and strangle the man to death.  But now, he just wanted to know that he could leave Alabama in his and Jade’s care before going back to NorCal.

      Without the fear he had so shamelessly displayed during their last interaction, Rocco said, “I don’t have a photographic memory, but I remember the gist of what you said.  You said that if I ever hurt Jade in any way, be it cheating, lying, name-calling, hitting her, doing drugs, or looking at pornography, then you would personally rip my heart out of my chest and take a shit in the hole.  Does that about cover it?”

      Atlas nodded his head, more at ease with this situation than he expected.  Had he not been head-over-heels for Cira and destined to spend the rest of his life in the slammer, he would have handled things much differently.  At the very least, he would have hauled Jade out of there, like a caveman.  But times being what they were and certain situations being set in stone, he trusted Jade’s judgment, and he trusted Rocco to do right by them.

      “That promise still stands, regardless of my good mood, and now that you see me at your front door without Plexiglas and a guard between us, you’ll know that I can touch you any time I want.  If I can touch you, Rocco, I can hurt you.”

      “I get it,” the younger man said, that warm and fuzzy feeling slowly beginning to dissipate.

      “And if I can hurt you, then I can kill you,” Atlas whispered.

      “I said I get it.”

      “That now goes for Alabama, too.  She’s my daughter, but if you marry Jade, she’ll be your daughter, too.  That should mean something to you.”

      Rocco lifted his chin.  “I’ll take care of them as if I’m you.”

      “You’ll never be me, Rocky,” Atlas said with a grin.  “But it makes me happy to hear you say that.  And it would make me even happier if you made good on your word.”

      “How the hell did you get out anyway?” Rocco asked, speaking to him more like bros now than adversaries.

      Atlas let him think that because he didn’t have a better alternative.  If he ever got out of prison, things would likely change.  He was still the man that broke apart his marriage with Jade.  Well, he was one of the men.  Atlas was smart enough to know he was the other man who wrecked everything.

      “I’m not out of prison,” Atlas said, “and I was never here.”

      “So, where are you right now?”

      “Solitary confinement.”

      Rocco narrowed his eyes and appraised him with a stare.  “Yeah, alright,” he said.

      Jade stepped outside, her face a mess of tears, her eyes red and puffy, and she hugged him, one that was deep and real and reminiscent of a thousand wonderful memories.

      “You brought her home to us,” she cried.  “You finally brought her home.  I’m so sorry.  I’m sorry for everything.”

      “I know,” Atlas replied.

      Behind her, looking on, was Alabama.  With the two of them in a single field of view, it was as if he had his family back together again.  Well, as together as they could be.

      He started to let go, but Jade hung onto him.

      Quietly, he said, “You have a daughter who needs you, a fiancé who loves you, and a former husband with a cold cell that needs warming.”

      She finally let go.  Standing back, she wiped her eyes, refusing to look away from him.  Her gaze was the most intense and loving that he’d ever seen, and it reminded him of their youth.  There were so many things she wanted to say, but there was no time to untangle her words from her emotions.

      “Come and see me in a month or so,” Atlas said.  “I’m currently in solitary confinement.  Then, everything you want to say, you can say it to me then.”

      “Okay,” she said, taking his hand and squeezing it.

      Rocco was looking on, but then he went away, leaving just the two of them in an open doorway with Alabama watching from a distance.  Inside the doorway, Rocco asked Alabama, “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Hot chocolate,” she said.

      “Come, let’s make you some.  I have this amazing blend from Trader Joe’s.  It’s salted caramel.”

      When they were alone, Jade swallowed hard, then started to cry again.  When she got hold of her emotions, she looked up and said, “I love you, Atlas Hargrove.  I love everything about you right now.  That may change in the morning, but right now, you are the best man I know and then some.”

      “I know,” he said, his heart breaking.  He looked down, unable to hold her eyes.  “You are still my world, Jade, even though the circumstances have changed.”

      “I know.”

      “I love you, and I love our daughter.  I couldn’t ask for anything more to take back home with me.”

      “You said ‘home,’” Jade said.

      “Prison is home, now.”

      “Alabama and I will come in a month to see you when you’re out of solitary.”

      He smiled, cupped her cheek with his hand, then leaned in and kissed her just right of her mouth.  He smelled her perfume and the clean scent of her skin, and he held onto this memory, for he would need it.  The road ahead had nothing good to offer.

      “Knowing I can see you and Alabama when I get out of the hole will give me something to look forward to,” he said.  “Something to pass the time.  Can you grab Alabama one more time?  I want to say goodbye.”

      He turned and looked at Cira, who was in the limo but likely watching him.  When Alabama came outside, she hugged him hard, her body trembling against his.  She didn’t want to let go, but neither did he.

      “I won’t let go if you don’t,” she cried into his chest.

      “I won’t do it first,” he told her.  In the end, she pulled out of his hug, and he stood back and wiped his eyes.

      “I’m sorry you have to go,” she said.

      “So am I, but I’ll see you soon.”

      “I wish you weren’t stuck in prison.”

      “Prison was a gift I could only realize right now as I look into your eyes.  Consider it the price I paid to get you back and consider that I would have paid that price a thousand times over to see you again, to make sure you are safe and back with your family.”

      Standing there, so scared, shaking like a leaf, he wanted so many things he could not have.  Fortunately, Jade came out and held her.

      Jade leaned in and kissed him on the mouth again.  “We’ll see you soon.”

      He nodded, turned around, and forced himself to go back to the car where Cira was waiting.  It was the hardest thing he ever did, leaving the two of them behind.

      When he got inside the limo, Cira said, “I’ve never seen you like this, Atlas Hargrove.  I suspected you had a heart, but now I know it.”

      They took each other’s hands, and then she said, “I thought maybe I was falling in love with you before.  I’m sure of it now.”

      Turning to her, his emotions all over the place, he said, “If you want to make a go of it, you’ll figure out how to get me out of that shit hole fucking prison and how to keep me out.”

      “I’m already thinking about it,” she said.

      Cira asked him if he was ready to go back, and he said, “How would Leopold feel about us not going back just yet?”

      “Funny you should ask,” she grinned, a seductive look in her eye.  “Leopold said that if we wanted to take a day or two to ourselves, so long as we stay out of the public eye, that we could have the time.”

      “I remember this great little hotel,” he teased.

      “The Weston St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco?” she asked with a knowing grin.

      “Gee, that sounds familiar.”

      Cira took his hand and held it.  But then something in her expression changed.  He wondered if she had seen him with Jade and Alabama, if she couldn’t see a way to fit into any of that.  “I saw you with your family, and I wasn’t sure—”

      In a deeply suggestive tone, Atlas said, “Looking at you now, in this light, I’m pretty sure we need more time together.”

      She visibly relaxed, and then she said, “I was hoping you would say that.”

      The limo took them to the Weston St. Francis, they got out, got a room, and then ordered room service—a big breakfast.  He loved every minute of his time with Cira, but he couldn’t get his mind off of Jade and Alabama.  He felt himself starting to become a downer.

      “I think I need a shower; is that okay?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      Under the hot stream of water, with nothing but his thoughts and exhaustion for company, he let go of everything—all of this emotion he held onto for so long.  He released his fears for Alabama and his hatred for those who had taken her.  And then he let go of all the disappointment he had about how shitty his life had become.  There was finally a resolution, something he never thought he would have in this life.  But he had it.

      When he heard Cira walk into the bathroom, he wiped his face and tried to pull himself together.  Unfortunately, the emotions he was releasing weren’t stopping.

      Cira opened the shower door, saw him, and then she gave him the most compassionate look as she stepped inside.  She held him for the next few minutes, saying nothing while the rest of his tears drained.

      When he pulled himself together enough to speak, he said, “My family is together and I will never be with them.”

      “Never say never,” Cira said.

      Rather than spend the day sleeping, he set the alarm so they could nap and be up by noon.  He was asleep in no time flat.  Instead of being awakened by the alarm clock, he opened his eyes, rolled over, and saw Cira watching him.  He leaned over and kissed her.

      She kissed him back, and then she pulled back the covers and crawled on top of him.  They finally made love, not solely because they wanted it, but because both of them needed it, and they needed each other.

      “I’m going to miss you,” she said when they were done.

      She had said this before, but this time there was something more, a deeper emotion, one she didn’t seem ready for but wasn’t exactly pushing away.

      For the next thirty minutes, they lay together, holding each other, knowing this was probably the last time he would have the freedom to be with her.

      Leopold called just before noon asking to speak to Atlas.  Cira handed him her cell phone and said, “He wants to talk to you.”

      Atlas took the phone.  “Leopold, how are you doing?”

      “Broken in more ways than one, but not broken, if you know what I mean,” he said.

      “I do,” Atlas replied.

      “I would imagine you do,” he said, speaking as clearly as possible through such a battered mouth.  “First off, I want to tell you how happy I am that Scotty and Jackson found Alabama.”

      “Not nearly as happy as I am,” he said.  “I have you to thank for that, Leopold.”

      “There are a lot of people to thank for that,” Leopold said.  “That said, I am happy to say that our deal is now complete.”

      Atlas feared this day would come, but now that it was there, he wasn’t as afraid as he was slightly depressed.

      “I dreamed of this day,” Atlas said, “but I will miss the team, and I will miss you.”

      “It’s not over yet, Atlas.  Not if you don’t want it to be over.”

      He sat up in bed, surprised and suddenly thrilled.  “I don’t want it to be over,” he said without hesitation.

      “Good,” Leopold said.  “I have plans for you, but they are very big plans that involve many moving parts.  If you’re on board, you will have to let me know.”

      “Do I get to be with my family?”

      “If you want that as payment,” he said, “then yes.”

      “I want that, and I want payment,” Atlas said, looking at Cira.  She was looking at him, too, breathless.  She didn’t know about this.

      “How so?” Leopold asked.

      “I want the same cut as the rest of the team, but most of my money will go to Jade in a private account with her and Alabama’s names only.  If you can do that, then I’m on board.”

      “I can do that,” Leopold said, sounding relieved.  “I’ll happily do that.”

      “I wasn’t sure about you when we first met,” Atlas said.  “But you have done nothing but stand by your word.  And you have risen to the occasion more than one time, despite what it did to you.  This is not an easy life, but you are taking it on anyway.  I respect that immensely, and I respect you.”

      “You’re right,” Leopold said, “this is not an easy life.”

      “You’re a good man, Leopold Wentworth, one of the finest I’ve ever met.  Thank you for everything you have done for me and for everything you will do for me in the future.”

      “It’s truly a pleasure, Atlas.  Please tell Cira that I will see her when she gets here.  My mouth is starting to bleed again.”

      “Take care of yourself, my friend,” Atlas said.  “And don’t let me rot in that place.  Just about everyone in there has been trying to kill me.”

      “I’m already working on it,” he said.  “As for the future, I want to ask you something as a man, not as an employer.”

      “Yes?”

      “Please be good to Cira.  She is a tender soul, tough as she may appear on the outside.  And I suspect that her feelings for you are beginning to run deep.”

      “Yes, sir.  I will do just that.”

      Smiling, he realized that Leopold was giving him a modified version of the speech that Atlas had just given Rocco.

      “Good,” Leopold said.  “I’m happy to hear that.”

      When they hung up, Cira looked at him and said, “Did he just offer what I think he offered?”

      “A new deal,” he said.

      With a grin, she said, “I think this deserves some victory oral and a few laps around the city.”

      He laughed, and then he grabbed her, threw her on the bed, and then he pulled her knees apart and said, “Deal, and deal.  But age before beauty, if you don’t mind.”

      She laid her head back and sighed.  “I don’t mind at all.”
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Atlas Hargrove

        

      

    

    
      Three times now, that was how many times he had to say goodbye to Cira.  That was how many times he had to go back into prison.  It was the middle of the night, the air was cool, and there was a stillness to the night that was so thick Atlas was amazed anything was alive.  Cira had arranged this with Warden Richardson.  She was there to meet them, a first for wardens.

      “Cira,” Warden Richardson said as a greeting.

      “Kathleen,” Cira replied.

      The warden looked much better now than when he had seen her last.  But then she turned those lovely eyes on him.  “Are you okay, Atlas?”

      “I’m great, Warden.”

      He wasn’t in cuffs, but he was about to be.

      “Before you get me ready to go back inside,” he said, weary, sentimental, “I want to ask you a question.”

      “Go ahead,” she said, arms crossed.

      “Can I hug you?”

      She laughed, but then she realized he was serious.  “Really?  What in the world for?”

      Kindness flooded his eyes.  If she hadn’t authorized his release, he would not have worked for Leopold, and Scotty and Jackson would not have found Alabama.

      “Because you let me out,” he said, “I got my daughter back.”

      For a long moment she looked at him, and then she nodded her head.  He moved in and hugged her; reluctantly, she hugged him back.  That seemed to make the guard very nervous, but he didn’t let it show.  Still, Atlas could feel it.  The man was holding his breath, his hands ready for action.

      “I know this wasn’t your idea, but thank you,” he said.

      “You’re welcome,” she replied.  When Atlas stood back, Warden Richardson shook her head, laughed, and then she sighed.  “Never in a million years…”

      “Tell me about it,” Atlas said, offering his wrists to the guard.  Without a word, the guard put him in cuffs.

      Atlas turned and kissed Cira goodbye, but they had already said their goodbyes.  Still, there was a shine to her eyes he loved, a sadness he knew came from that place where they were the only people they wanted in their lives

      “When I’m not thinking of her, I’ll be thinking of you,” he told Cira.

      She touched her heart.  If she opened her mouth, she would cry, so she kept it shut and tried to maintain her composure.  Atlas saw it, though.  He saw the love that had overtaken her.  It was the same love for her that was growing in him.

      When he turned back to the guard, he nodded and placed a black bag over his head.  Ready?”

      “Yeah,” Atlas said.

      But he wasn’t ready at all.  Thinking about going into the mammoth structure filled him with sudden, gripping anxiety.  Part of him wanted to scream, thinking about going back to the hole.  His stomach tightened into a fist, and for a moment, his mind flashed, and he wanted to make a run for it.  His was an irrational thought, but it also made perfect sense.  Atlas found three things he never thought he would find: his daughter, a renewed purpose in life, and a woman he could fall in love with who would love him back.  And this building was stopping him from having all three things.

      A soft whimper escaped him, but he bit down on his molars, locked his jaw, and tried not to scream.

      “You alright, Atlas?” the guard asked.

      “Yeah,” he eked out.

      But he was not alright, for he knew the slip was coming.

      When Atlas went into the hole, he felt the familiar cold, the barrenness of this world, the absence and erasure of everything.  He lay down on the concrete, curled into a ball, and then he cried himself to sleep.  This was no way to live.

      It was the perfect way to die.
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        * * *

      

      There was no way to know how long it had been.  He had stopped wondering if he would ever get out of the hole.  The days and nights ran together.  Time was eternal.  It passed one painfully-slow second at a time.  It was shadows laughing at him, ghosts mocking him, God torturing him with His less than subtle manipulation of time.

      Something in him had changed or snapped.  It was a looseness of his mind, a release of control.  The second he let go, there was something in the dark that grabbed hold of him.  He didn’t understand it but it was vise-like, its grip suffocating, choking, terrifying.  His mind was suddenly gone, and he couldn’t shake the craziness that caught him in this world of black nothing.

      By the time his month was up, he was talking to himself, arguing points from a conversation that hadn’t happened, and he was barely exercising.  Sometimes he just paced the cell reciting the lyrics to Britney Spears’s song “Oops, I did it again.”  Alabama had played this tune religiously before she was taken, and when the slip happened, that song emerged, and he couldn’t get it out of his head for what seemed like forever.

      One day he managed to break free of the song, but that was only because he was yelling a lot.  He was yelling to make sure he was alive, yelling to stop the silence in his head, yelling because the idea of his family being together while he was locked away was intolerable.

      All that pain and hysteria became a level of anxiety so vicious he found himself starting to laugh, even though he wasn’t aware of it until the guards told him to shut up.  But then he began to sing songs he made up from other songs he didn’t exactly know, which led to a beating one night that left his shins bumpy with hematomas from where the guards had used their clubs on him.

      He didn’t even care.

      He wanted more pain, so he started yelling for it again because the pain was life, life was pain, and in the blood and agony, he found that he finally felt something.

      Atlas didn’t know how long he’d been in there, when he was getting out, or if he’d even have his mind about him when that day came.

      Sometimes he was lucid enough to have these thoughts, but other times, he just beat his face bloody with pounding fists, or he rammed his head into the door because it just needed to open.  That damn door had to open sometime!

      But then, right before he was released, he got a visit from Warden Richardson.

      Kathleen.

      “Did you do what you needed to do?” she asked.

      For a moment, he sat up, looked around, and wondered to whom the female voice belonged.  Was she a figment of his imagination?  Was the dark playing tricks on him again?

      “Jade?” he asked.

      “No, Warden Richardson.”

      “Are you real?”

      “Yes, of course,” she said.

      “You’re not real,” he groaned, lying back down.

      “I assure you, I am,” she replied.  “The question was not about Alabama.  It was about the other thing, the people who hurt children.  Did you take care of that?”

      Was she talking about the sex trafficking network and the red rooms?  That was a hundred years ago and he was a different Atlas Hargrove.

      A slight, nearly manic laugh escaped him, and though he tried not to let it out all the way, the laugh wanted to be let out, it needed to be let out.  Then it stopped, and he said, “Yeah, we nailed it.”

      “Nailed it,” she said.  “That’s cute.”

      He curled his knees to his chest, and then he began to cry.  If she was real, she didn’t need to know this, but it happened anyway.

      “Ever since you left, I have been keeping an eye on international news,” the warden said.  “Shortly after you got back, I saw a story about a rash of murders in Prague.  There were red dossiers full of criminal activity nailed to each of the victims’ heads.  That wouldn’t be what you meant when you said you nailed it, would it?”

      He started laughing again, and then he said, “I can’t be in here anymore.”

      “How was your trip, Atlas?”

      “Those weren’t victims,” he barked.  And then he screamed so loud the cords in his neck strained against the force.  “They were the victimizers!”

      A manic cry emerged from him, unbidden, traitorous.  He blacked out for a second, and then he woke up to the sounds of a man crying.  Had he blacked out, or was he just crazy now?  How had he lost so much control?  But that was how it was, that’s how out-of-his-mind he had become lying there day and night, no sense of self, the loss of time, his grip on sanity lost.

      “I’m afraid you are going to have a cell to yourself again,” she said.

      “Don’t be afraid, Warden sexy-pants,” he said, lost.

      “Your old cellmate, Rory, didn’t make it,” she informed him, sadness in her voice.

      “Rory killed cops,” he said.

      “Yes, but there was something different about him.”

      He stood up in the darkness, shook his hands like they were covered in dirt or fire ants.  Things started to come back to him.

      Atlas had earned that fated trip to solitary while trying to protect himself.  And then he killed the man who tried to kill Rory.  But he was also protecting Charles from this life.

      Dammit, what about Charles?

      Had he made it, too?  Or did the same people who got Rory get him, too?  He slammed the palm of his hand against his head, trying to remember, or forget, or maybe because his hand was doing its own thing against the side of a broken head.

      Guys like Charles—class-acts who tried to stop prison-style justice—had to learn a lesson, so sometimes they got a beating, sometimes they got a killing, and sometimes they got a whole lot worse.

      “Who did it?” Atlas asked, that gravel edge to his voice.  The fog of insanity was trying to clear.  He made a fist, pounded it against his thigh, a thigh that was no longer strong or meaty.  “Who killed Rory, Warden?”

      “I have a name,” Warden Richardson said.

      It was amazing what a shot of anger could do to clear the senses.  After killing Apple, he wanted no part of killing—not for a long time.  But there was no justice in this world anymore, not unless it was vigilante justice.  The new Atlas Hargrove was not only wired for that, he was good at it.

      “And?” he asked her, his voice even.

      “This guy is a major problem that I will need you to handle,” the warden said, her voice as sexy as a straight razor.  The meanness she carried in her was boiling just under the surface of every word.

      “Okay,” he said.

      “This is how you’ll earn your keep from now on.”

      “So, you want me to kill him?” Atlas asked because he didn’t trust himself just then.  It could all be a ruse to keep him in there longer.

      “Eventually, yes.”

      He walked to the door, pressed the side of his face against the cold steel, placed the flat of his hand against the impenetrable surface.  A manic smile crept onto his face, and he walked his fingertips up the surface of the door.

      “What in God’s name happened to you, Kathleen?” he asked.

      When she spoke, it was with an overtly cruel edge to her voice, one he hadn’t heard before.  He made a mental note of this.  Then he pressed his pointer finger to his temple, pushing the memory back into his brain where it belonged.

      The memory had been trying to slip out.

      “You and that romantic asshole took the only thing of any value I had left, and this prison…you and this prison are going to take my fucking soul from me.”

      “Yeah,” Atlas said with a sigh, rubbing the door like an old lover, “this life is as sexy as a beating, better than a PTA meeting, and not for the pure of heart.  You can’t be good in this world, Kathleen.  People like you don’t exist for long.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      Was he dreaming this?  Was Kathleen Richardson really outside his door?  Was he even…him?  He made a fist, thought of pounding the door.  But then a low snicker escaped his angry mouth.

      “You’re going to have to kill through the bad to keep the less bad under control.”

      “That’s why I’m talking to you,” she said.

      “Are you real, Kathleen?” he asked again, the words like little dreams he was putting into the sky.  He couldn’t feel his toes, it was that cold.  Did he even have toes anymore?

      “Yes,” she said.  “Are you going to be alright?”

      “I am all left-hand turns, Kathleen.”

      In a world of total blackness, there was no perspective.  Going crazy was the idea.  It was not timeout; it was the ultimate punishment.  You could erase someone from the world without killing them, but it would kill them a minute at a time.  Dead could be alive; alive could be dead.

      “Do you need medical attention?” she asked.

      He started to laugh, and he couldn’t stop.  Then he found he could, so he cut the laughter short, just stopped halfway.  “I need an exorcism or some bubble gum; either would be fine.”

      “Are you messing with me, Atlas?”

      He started to cry, and he didn’t know why, except that maybe he was losing his mind in there.

      “I think I’m dead,” he said.  “I think I died, and you’re Satan.  I know I’m in hell, I’m sure of it otherwise why would you be here?”

      “After we finish talking, I’m releasing you from here.”

      “I need my strength, Kathleen.  If you’re real and not the guards playing with me, maybe you could put me on a solo rotation for food?  I need to eat so I can work out so I can get big and mean and not die.”

      “I’ll make the arrangements,” she said.

      “They’re trying to kill me every day in here,” he said.

      “You’ll have what you need in terms of food and protection, and I’ll let you know when I need you.  But when I need you, it’s not a question of if you’ll do it; it’s a matter of you just getting it done.  Am I clear?”

      “Prison is me being everyone else’s slave, Kathleen.  I’ll be your slave, Leopold’s slave, a slave to the gods and devils of this world.”

      He heard her sigh on the other side of the door.  He turned and walked into the wall.  His nose started to bleed.

      “Are you real, Kathleen?” he asked, starting to cry again.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Have you ever had a romantic relationship with an inmate before?” he asked, knowing the answer.  He swallowed a glob of blood.

      “Don’t start that again,” she said, not a trace of humor in her voice.

      “The first time I laid eyes on you, Kathleen, I knew I would like you,” he said, feeling his mind starting to drift again, a touch of manic laughter trying to break free.  He put his hand over his mouth to stop the noise from getting out.

      “As long as you don’t act on those impulses, you and I will be good.  We can maintain our arrangements.”

      He ran his hand down the side of the door again, feeling the smooth, familiar surface.  He pressed his cheek to the door and said, “I’m a lover, not a raper, Warden.”

      “See that it stays that way.”

      “How long have I been in here?”

      “Three months,” she said shamelessly.

      He started to cry, and then he lay back down and started to whistle a tune, something he hated doing, but something he used to pass the time.  And then he remembered Alabama and he drifted off someplace else, thinking of her, needing to see her again, knowing that he would do whatever it took to get back to her, even if that meant good behavior, bad behavior, or the very worst behavior.

      Yes, he was going to kill again, worse than before.  He would kill for the warden, and when he did, even the devil would give pause.

      Even though his mouth was suddenly laughing again and his body ached down to the marrow, he was someplace else.  Not in prison.  Not forgotten in the hole.  He was in that lovely, faraway place where he was a dad with his daughter back, and there was nothing but love.

      To him, that place was everything.  To him, it was heaven.
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Sydney Fox

        

      

    

    
      Sydney put Maisie down to bed, stayed with her until she was fast asleep, and then she went and checked on Zoey.

      “Are you asleep yet?” Sydney asked, knowing she was still awake.

      “I was just thinking,” the little girl said.

      “About?”

      “You’re different.”

      “Bad or good?” Sydney asked.

      “Good.”

      She smiled, then leaned down and kissed her daughter’s soft cheek.  “It’s because I love you girls so much that you put a smile on my face that won’t go away.”

      “I miss Callie,” Zoey said.

      “I do, too.”

      “I think she’s in heaven looking down at us,” Zoey said.  “I feel her around me.”

      “I feel her, too,” Sydney said, surprised by this.  She had felt Callie lately, her soul, the presence of her oldest daughter so powerful it stopped her in her tracks twice yesterday.  Both times she was brought to tears.  “She’s going to be our guardian angel now, which is like her being a super-sister, but times ten.”

      Zoey smiled and said, “I talk to her sometimes.”

      “And?” Sydney asked.

      “I know she’s gone, but talking to her makes me feel better.”

      “You want to know a secret?” Sydney asked.  Zoey pulled her lower lip under her top teeth and nodded her head.  She loved secrets.  “I talk to her, too, and it makes me feel better.  Just like you.”

      “What about Daddy?” Zoey asked, her mood changing.

      “I don’t feel him,” she said, trying not to sound cold.  “But if I did, I know that I would feel how much he loves you and your sister.”

      “What about you, Mommy?” she asked.

      “I know he loves me, too.”

      With that, she tucked Zoey into bed and went to her bedroom—the big, lonely room where she had cried herself to sleep night after night for months.

      She changed into her nightgown, and then she sat down on the bed with a glass of wine.  She pulled the box of tissue off the nightstand and sat it on the comforter beside her thigh.  Instead of watching the television, as she had done for months after Cira called to tell her the job was done, she opened the laptop and played the familiar video.

      This was the video of her in Juárez, the one where she cut off Santiago Cardenas’s dick and balls.  She saw this violent, vengeful side of herself, and in that ferocious look of reprisal, she drew strength.  From that strength, she had protected her girls and herself.  This was how it was the first time she watched it, and this was how it would be tonight, the last time she watched it.

      When she finished the video, she logged into the encrypted email account Leopold had provided for her.  It had been three months.  She hadn’t looked at the files, but tonight, she felt like she was ready to see them.

      There were four attachments and two videos.  She scrolled through the four photos, studying the woman and the dead men.  These were the people who had killed Callie.  Seeing them so violently murdered began to still her angry heart, the hatred slowly leaving her.  She didn’t expect this reaction, but she had hoped for it.

      Was this healing?

      Was she even able to heal?

      She opened the first video and recognized Atlas Hargrove right away.  But the beast of a man strung up in the video?  Sydney didn’t recognize him.

      She glanced down and saw the video file’s name.  “The Executioner.”  She drew a startled breath.  This was the man who killed Callie, the monster who cut her up.

      In the video, Atlas’ chainsaw started to buzz, and she watched Atlas do what she couldn’t do, what she so desperately wanted to do.  She watched him strike fear in the demon’s heart, and then Atlas took the chainsaw to the man, and she shrunk from the screen, cringing.

      The rooster-tail of blood blasted Atlas’ legs, causing the others to jump back.  She saw the executioner start to scream, but then he stopped.  He was not only dead but he was also getting desecrated.  The carnage went on and on, and when the ravaged body fell forward on the floor, she took a sip of wine and wondered about Atlas.

      Instead of reveling in this extreme act of retribution, she started to think about the former cop’s state of mind.  How would all of this weigh on his soul?  Would he suffer for the things she had paid for?  Would this haunt him?

      Atlas finished cutting the man in half, and then he fell to his knees and started to scream.  Sydney paused the video.  She had asked for violent and messy, and Leopold Wentworth had come through for her.  Still, it was hard to take and even harder to watch.

      She took another sip of wine, her thoughts purely on Atlas now.  His sacrifice was her gain, but it looked like he had lost his mind in the process.

      She went to the other video.  On this one, Atlas was speaking, and he didn’t sound crazy.  He sounded vengeful.  It was as if Callie was his daughter, too, not just hers.  He stood before the camera, which had been broadcasting live to over a thousand of these deviants, and he promised to kill them all.  And then he was cutting the head off this pig of a man who put the red room together and filled it with children from his foundation.

      She cried when she watched Atlas cut the man’s head off.  She sipped her wine, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and then she felt terrible for asking him to do what he had done.  Her heart broke for Atlas.  This was not a man who could escape his deeds or actions, for no sane man would or could recover from such acts.

      What surprised her most was how much weight she felt lifting off her shoulders.  She experienced a dissipation of hatred.  Not just for these creatures but also her husband.  At that moment, when she asked herself if she could forgive Camden for staging their kidnapping, the kidnapping that got him and Callie killed, she knew that she could.  And so she did.

      Sydney wasn’t sure who she would be without the anger or the crushing grief.  But suddenly, she realized that to be a good mother—to be a good woman—she would have to return to the land of the living.  To do this, she must be pure of heart.

      She finished her glass of wine and used a tissue to wipe her eyes.  And then she smelled a faint scent in the air, a scent that couldn’t be there.  For a long moment, she fell perfectly still, her heart throbbing wildly, her mind racing.

      That scent….

      She was suddenly overwhelmed by so much love that it flooded her heart; it consumed her, it claimed her.  Looking up, in a bare whisper, she said, “Callie?”

      And then she thought she felt a hand on her heart.

      She knew that feeling.

      Callie.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      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 Betrayal of Prague product page (CLICK OR TAP HERE) 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 Devil In Cologne: A Look Ahead…

          

        

      

    

    
      A nest of heathens…

      

      In a city full of atrocities…

      

      Protected by the world’s worst people.

      

      All that is about to change.

      

      There is a plague of crime so dark it hides in plain sight.  These crimes involve the highest levels of business and government, the nation’s most prominent people, and monsters of every sort.

      

      In a land that still bears the scars of a cruel dictator and his untethered mercenaries, a new age of barbarism has emerged…

      

      ….and it has to stop.

      

      Atlas Hargrove is done f*cking around, but only if he can get past the warden.  She has plans of her own, and she is not a woman to be trifled with.

      

      
        
        CLICK OR TAP HERE TO PRE-ORDER THE DEVIL IN COLOGNE!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by R.B. Schow

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE ATLAS HARGROVE SERIES:

      

        

      
        THE TEARS OF ODESSA

        THE BEASTS OF JUAREZ

        THE BETRAYAL OF PRAGUE

        THE DEVIL IN COLOGNE (Spring, 2022)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 group page, The Atlas Hargrove Fight Corner.
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