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

      

      
        
        CHARACTERS FROM THE BETRAYAL OF PRAGUE:

      

      

      

      ATLAS HARGROVE: Atlas is a former SWAT commander for Vacaville PD in Northern California.  He 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 a triple homicide to resume a relationship with a younger man named Rocco Rosato, a man with whom she had been having an affair.  When Atlas brought Alabama home, he made Rocco promise to treat Alabama with respect, care, and concern.  Rocco agreed to that, which was enough for both Atlas and Jade.

      

      ALABAMA HARGROVE: Alabama is Atlas and Jade’s kidnapped daughter.  Leopold Wentworth’s private detectives, Scotty Chase and Jackson Burke recovered Alabama and successfully returned her to Atlas at the end of The Betrayal of Prague.

      

      LEOPOLD WENTWORTH: Leopold is a multi-millionaire playboy who earned his fortune working in block-chain development.  With an eye toward freelance vigilante justice, he operates a ragtag team of mercenaries and specializes in finding missing or kidnapped people.  He also aspires to neutralize the criminal elements that governments quietly allow to exist, the same high-level scumbags the courts can’t or won’t prosecute.  The two goals continue to coincide with each other.  By his own admission, Leopold is trying to get a foothold in the world of extrajudicial, unsanctioned anti-terrorism.  It’s almost going well…almost.

      

      CIRA KINGSLEY: Cira has transitioned from Leopold’s on-the-ground tactician and travel coordinator to a member of the team working in the field.  Her relationship with Atlas has solidified, but she is also working to be the perfect asset with Kiera as her inspiration.

      

      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.  Now that the new administration is focused on wars—starting them, funding them, and promoting them—Kiera is more active with Monarch Industries.  Leopold is trying to find a way to free her of her contract with Isabelle and Monarch.  So far, he has been unsuccessful.

      

      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.  In The Betrayal of Prague, he finally got to kill a politician (congratulations, Yergha, we are so proud of you!).

      

      ESTELLA BACCARIN (ESTY): Esty is also one 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 alternatives assets (Atlas and Kiera).  In The Beasts of Juárez, Esty played a pivotal role in saving most of the Fox family.  In The Betrayal of Prague, she helped save Leopold from being beaten to death and she helped kill a group of elite investors funding a red room in Prague who killed and dismembered sixteen-year-old Callie Fox.

      

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

      

      WARDEN FABIAN DICAMPLI: Dicampli was the warden of NorCal State Prison, a man Leopold and Cira managed to blackmail, compromise, and later kill.  He was replaced by Kathleen Richardson as the warden of NorCal State Prison.

      

      WARDEN KATHLEEN RICHARDSON: Richardson is the moral and virtuous woman who replaced Dicampli as the warden of NorCal State Prison.  Leopold traveled to San Francisco to attend a fundraiser for the private prison.  He met Richardson there, seduced her, then had Cira compromise her so that they could once again gain access to Atlas.

      

      ETHAN: Ethan is Leopold’s personal driver, a former SEAL with strong connections and a desire to play a more active role in Leopold’s organization.  Leopold is, of course, open to the idea.
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            hugo fairbanks

          

        

      

    

    
      Case Study: Subject 13224

      Subject Name: Hugo Fairbanks

      Age: 6 years old

      Location: Downy Hills - Interview Room 2A

      Video: Lot 1 - Session: 1

      Date: 04/06/1993

      Interview: Dr. Joseph Brandt, Ph.D.

      Highlighted Section: 1

      Transcript

      

      NOTE: Subject appears to be agitated and disheveled. There is presence of four fingernail scratches to right half of face. These injuries were determined to have been patient-induced and they occurred during transfer.

      

      SESSION BEGINS

      

      Dr. Brandt: For the record, could you please state your name and your age?

      

      Fairbanks: My name is Devil. I’m 6 years old.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Please give me your formal name.

      

      Fairbanks: No.

      

      [Dr. Brandt frowns; looks at camera]

      

      *Transmission feed is interrupted.

      **Transmission feed continues.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Please state your name and your age for the record.

      

      Fairbanks: Hugo Bundy.  Six.

      

      Dr. Brandt: That’s not your last name.

      

      Fairbanks: If I want it to be, it is. [Subject sneers]

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why do you like that name?

      

      Fairbanks: It’s scary.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Who do you want to scare?

      

      Fairbanks: The bitch. [Brandt frowns; subject emits low growl] My adopted mother.

      

      Dr. Brandt: What is her last name?

      

      Fairbanks: Fairbanks.

      

      Dr. Brandt: And that’s the name you’ve taken as well?

      

      Fairbanks: It’s a boring last name.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why did you choose Bundy as your last name?

      

      Fairbanks: It’s a strong name.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why do you think you need a strong name?

      

      Fairbanks: To keep people from hurting me.

      

      Dr. Brandt: But you hurt others. [Subject nods his head in agreement] What did you try to do to your younger sister?

      

      Fairbanks: Kill her.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why?  She’s not even a year old.

      

      Fairbanks: I don’t like her.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Do you worry about hurting people’s feelings when you talk like this?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject thinks about the question, picks nose (wipes booger under chair - First Warning Issued: defiance and abuse of property)] No.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Could you really do something like that?  Could you really kill her? [Subject nods in the affirmative] Have you tried to kill your little sister before? [Again, subject nods in the affirmative] What did your parents do about this?

      

      Fairbanks: My adopted father stopped me.

      

      Dr. Brandt: And your sister? [Subject stares blankly at Dr. Brandt] What did you do to your sister, Hugo?

      

      Fairbanks: Put needles in her arms and legs and chin.

      

      Dr. Brandt: What did she do when you did that?

      

      Fairbanks: She screamed. [Subject exhibits no signs of remorse]

      

      Dr. Brandt: And did that bother you? [Subject shakes head] Why didn’t it bother you, Hugo?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject smiles] I like to hear girls scream.

      

      Dr. Brandt: What do you think of your parents when you’re not mad at them? [Subject shrugs shoulders] Do you like them?

      

      Fairbanks: They’re not my real parents.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Do you know who your real parents are? [Subject looks down, refuses to acknowledge Dr. Brandt] Did your foster parents tell you that you’re adopted? [Subject acknowledges with a nod? Nod is too small for confirmation] Did either of them tell you how the orphanage got you?

      

      *Subject looks up at Brandt with violence in his eyes; Dr. Brandt appears to be startled, then alerts staff.  Subject lunges at the doctor.  [2 members of staff restrain subject (Orderlies R. Stapleton and D. Seidel) - Second Warning Issued – Diazepam given to subject; 5 mg (oral administration by Nurse Carol D. MacDonald – Subject bites MacDonald’s thumb – skin bruised but unbroken – reporting to infirmary)]

      

      **Feed cut.

      ***Transmission feed returns.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Did your adopted parents tell you how the orphanage found you? [Subject glares at Dr. Brandt, unblinking, then slowly shakes head] You were found crying in a dumpster behind a local strip club.  Your birth mother threw you away. [Subject looks down, twists finger inside ear canal] She threw you in the garbage like you were trash.  Does this bother you? [Subject is unresponsive] Answer the question, Hugo.

      

      Fairbanks: Yes. [Subject says the word as a long hiss; subject remains agitated]

      

      Dr. Brandt: The state of California assigned me to your case which means you and I will be working together until a board of healthcare representatives believes you are well enough to re-enter society.  Professionally speaking, Hugo, you have two choices. [Subject glances up at Dr. Brandt with overtly hostile eyes] You can change your behavior and start to be nice to this family who took a piece of trash like you in and gave you a name, a safe place to live, and a life you can call your own.  Or you can grow up to be a menace to society, a rotten child who becomes a rotten adult—a ghastly abomination no honorable person would want, and every smart person would hate.  Those are your two choices.  One boy is named Hugo Fairbanks and he is a normal boy that people like.  The other is a stain on society.  A danger to others.  An embarrassment of God Himself, if science gave due consideration to a myth as prevalent and silly as “God,” which I personally do not.  Now, young man, tell me again…what is your name?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject’s eyes drill Dr. Brandt, undaunted - left side of subject’s mouth pulls toward left ear in a slight, foul grimace] Fuck Hugo Fairbanks.  My name is Devil.

      

      *Transmission feed cut.

      

      END SESSION

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            two

          

          

      

    

    







            matthias selge

          

        

      

    

    
      Cologne, Germany. Friday night. Fourteen-year-old Matthias Selge had been walking the streets of Cologne all day, encountering the homeless, the working class, and those men and women who were neither working nor penniless, but instead relied on state-funded assistance.  Matthias didn’t look as destitute as some of the homeless did, but after a night on the street, he was not as clean or as presentable as those walking to and from their jobs.  His feet and lower back were beyond hurting, so he found an unoccupied street corner and sat down, his back pressed against a tall building.

      Strangers walked by; some sized him up, but most completely ignored him.  He didn’t feel as though his life was in danger, except for the danger he brought on himself, which was hunger and exposure.  But he was scared, he missed his mother, and he missed his bed.

      Glancing up, the cloudy skies were slate gray and smothering the city.  He hugged himself a little tighter.  He was tired of the cloudy skies.  The air bore weight and was thick with moisture.  The damp late-afternoon weather was beginning to cling to him.  The cold that had set in this morning waned, and now the night ahead held the promise of a deeper chill.  He couldn’t sleep outside again.  He just couldn’t.

      He sat up, stretched his back, watching a woman and her child walk by.  The child—a younger girl in expensive clothes—was openly staring at him, but not the mother.  The woman touched her daughter’s chin and gently turned the child’s head away from Matthias.  Was he a scourge to this woman, a vagrant?  Was he so pathetic looking that the mere act of seeing him threatened her daughter’s innocence?

      Matthias refused to sleep another night on the streets but he couldn’t go home either.  He glanced at the address written on a scrap of paper, then palmed it once more.  He had been given this address by a man who claimed to know the streets well.  This piece of paper held the location of one of the hotels that low-threshold service industries had been renting to the city during the pandemic.  Apparently, the shelter was still in service.  The man who had given him this information had been sleeping on a construction site.  He said, “They’ll give you a bed for the night.  Just be there before the beds are gone.”

      “Why aren’t you sleeping there?” Matthias had asked.

      “Too many rules.”

      Matthias didn’t mind rules.  He just wanted a roof over his head and a suitable bed.  He stood up, dusted his butt, then joined the rush of foot traffic.  Grinding his teeth but limping on sore heels, he tried not to show the pain he felt coursing through his body.  For as much determination as this took, he had an even harder time keeping the emotion from his face.

      A few blocks later, he saw the hotel.

      Matthias checked his watch, worried that he had arrived too late.  He got in line with a handful of men and one rough-looking woman.  He felt completely out of place.  Fortunately, no one noticed or cared that he was there.  A doorman was letting them in one by one.  This was the check-in process the homeless man from the construction site talked about.  He said there was nothing scary, that it was protocol.  Matthias heard the doorman explaining the rules like he had done it a hundred times this week, and then he performed a temperature check.  After that, he used a metal-detection device to scan for weapons.  Matthias didn’t have any weapons.  His only possessions were a fistful of cash, half a granola bar, his school ID, and a watch.

      He hugged himself, trying not to shiver.  He could no longer feel the tips of three of his toes in his right foot, and two of his toes on his left foot had all but lost feeling.  There wasn’t even enough heat in his hands to warm his fingers.  And his face?  His nose was red, his ears were red, and his cheeks felt like plastic and were nearly numb.

      He glanced at his surroundings and bit back his tears.  A squeeze of dread gathered his insides into a tight, debilitating fist.  He was too young to be homeless.  Behind him, an older man stood in line.  He glanced back, startled by the sight of the old guy.  He was pushing seventy, easily.  He had wrinkles, thinning hair, stooped back, and the sunken look of a mouth without teeth.  The vagrant was staring at something or nothing, and he was working his mouth like he was gearing up to say something, or maybe spit something out.  A piece of gum?  The last rotten tooth?  Instead, he balled up and started to cough—a wet, raspy noise that sounded like it was coming from deep within his lungs.  Did he have pneumonia or bronchitis?

      Matthias turned around, disgusted by all these people, this poverty, his situation, and the helplessness he felt.  Sniffling, looking skyward in an attempt to stall the inevitable rush of tears, he moved forward in line.

      Two more men were granted access to the hotel.  The doorman was now having a short, clipped discussion with the only woman in line.  She spoke with desperation, her smoker’s voice strained with age, her words a gravelly slur.  The doorman scanned her for weapons and then let her go inside.  Someone from inside the hotel said something that caused the doorman to turn and look inside the structure.  And then he returned his attention to those in line and held up a hand.

      “I’m sorry, but we’re full,” he said.  A few of the guys grumbled, but most of them didn’t complain or push for an exception.  “I’m sorry, guys.”

      The doorman stepped back into the building, preparing to close and lock the door.

      “Wait!” Matthias said, quickly approaching him.

      “I’m sorry, son, but we’re full.”

      Matthias wanted to tell him he wasn’t a permanent case and that he wasn’t like the men and women who needed a place to stay every night for the rest of their lives.  He desperately wanted to say that he only needed help for a few days.  But he couldn’t find the words, and then, suddenly, he couldn’t find any words.  Matthias Selge merely stood there like a sad case: slack-jawed, cold, and despairing.

      “What, kid?” the doorman spat, his impatience showing.  “Speak!”

      Matthias opened his mouth but he had so much to say that he didn’t know how to say it all at once.  “I’m cold,” he finally managed to eke out.

      The doorman tilted his head skyward, and then lowered his gaze to the distant horizon; then he fixed Matthias with a look.  “Then go home.  The streets are not safe for children.”

      Matthias looked up at the hotel and wondered how—in a building so large—this man couldn’t find room for one more kid.  He felt an involuntary shiver race through him as he fought back so many desperate urges.  Should he beg?  Would it even work if he stooped this low?

      Matthias didn’t want to live in a shelter or squat at a railway station or even frequent one of the hotels the state was renting, but he needed some place to spend the night.

      The doorman shook his head and started to shut the door but Matthias stepped forward again, his voice returning.  “I’m afraid I’ll die of the cold if I stay on the streets another night.”

      The doorman stopped, looked right at him.  “Why?”

      “Because it’s so cold,” he explained.  “I can’t feel most of my fingers and toes.”

      “No, I meant, why are you out on the streets?”

      The doorman was tall, thin, and dressed in what Matthias’ mother would call generational clothing.  He didn’t smell bad but he looked like he should.  Even if the doorman had showered, Matthias would wonder if he needed a second shower.  He didn’t want to judge the man by his appearance but he was probably an ugly child.

      “Why am I on the streets?” Matthias asked, buying time.  He didn’t want anyone to know why he was homeless, yet he hadn’t even crafted a suitable story.

      “You look clean, groomed, and too young to be out here.”

      If the doorman knew who Matthias was, he would laugh him down the street, and back to the warm, pampered existence from where he had come.

      “It’s complicated,” Matthias mumbled, his pocketed right hand clenching his wad of cash.

      “Social services aren’t available to boys who get upset and run away from home.  This hotel is for people in need.  Go home, boy.”

      “I can’t,” he said, taking another half-step toward the doorman, naked desperation in his eyes.

      The doorman stepped outside, moving so close to Matthias that the boy took a small, instinctive step backward.

      “Why can’t you go home?” he asked, looking down on him.

      Matthias could smell the doorman’s breath, and it smelled like stale cheese and fish, a nasty combination, one that had him turning away while trying to hide his disgust.

      “Well?” he pressed.

      Matthias tried holding his breath as he struggled to find the words.  The truth was, his story was none of this man’s business.  The deeper truth was that he had left home because shame and his father’s revulsion had gotten the best of him.

      “My father kicked me out of the house,” Matthias quietly admitted.

      “My heart is breaking, kid, it is.  Go apologize for whatever it is you did, don’t do it again, and stay off the streets.  It’s dangerous, but it’s especially dangerous for boys your age if you catch my drift.”

      “No,” Matthias said.

      Shaking his head for the umpteenth time, the doorman went back inside, but Matthias jammed his foot in the door to keep it from closing completely.

      Matthias spoke in a rush, the words coming so fast he barely had time to change his mind or fabricate a proper lie.  “I didn’t like the girls he and my mother have been introducing me to.”

      The man studied him closely, and then he burst into laughter.  “Every person in this shelter would sell their soul for those kinds of problems.  Go home, boy.  I’m getting sick of asking, and I haven’t got the patience to be polite much longer.”

      “I had to tell him I didn’t like girls…”

      Now the doorman’s eyebrows shot up.  “Oh, yeah?  You’re queer?”

      Matthias had known early on that he was gay.  It had taken years to summon the courage to confess this to his father, but in this single, almost worthless conversation, he admitted these hard-fought truths to an utter stranger.

      “So you like boys instead, huh?”

      Matthias’ eyes were hangdog and beaten.  “My father…”

      “Kicked you out because he was embarrassed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Probably mad, too.”

      Matthias nodded, tears boiling in his eyes.

      “Parents don’t understand kids these days.  Bodies seek out bodies.  It’s not just about dicks, pussies, tits, and hairy assholes anymore.  There are a billion different options for expressing your sexuality.  Asexual, heteroflexible, pan-hetero, homoflexible, asexual homoromantic, lithromantic, androgynoromantic…it’s all so damn confusing, right?”

      Matthias was so shocked he didn’t know what to say.  At that moment, he wanted to turn and leave, not let this creep now holding his deepest secret look at him—or try to identify with him—for even one more minute.

      “You don’t need a shelter,” the doorman said.  “You need an emergency stay.  How old are you?”

      “Sixteen,” Matthias lied.

      The doorman shook his head as if the answer was not only unbelievable but also unacceptable.

      “No?”

      “No,” the man said, frowning.

      “Fifteen?” Matthias said as if he was asking a question.

      The man raised a single brow, uncrossed his arms, and shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Fourteen,” he finally said, coming clean.

      “At last, the truth,” the doorman said with a smile.  He held up a finger and then he pulled out his cell phone.  “I don’t work directly for the housing support services but I think I know someone I can call to get you an emergency stay.”

      “Thank you,” Matthias said, relieved.

      The doorman dialed a number, waited for an answer, then said, “I have a young man who needs a place to stay.”

      Pause.

      “No, there’s no room at the shelter.  But even so, this one is young and too clean for the normal fare.”

      The man paused, nodded, gave a few grunts of acknowledgment.  Then he looked down at Matthias and smiled.  At the promise of shelter, Matthias almost forgot how cold it was becoming now that the sun was setting.

      “You can pick him up here,” the doorman said.  “But he can’t stay at your place for more than two nights.  By then, I’m sure he’ll be able to go home.”

      He paused, there was more nodding, and then he took a long look at Matthias.

      “He can tell you if he wants to but he doesn’t have to tell you anything and you’re not authorized to ask.  He’s just a kid who needs a place to crash for a night or two.”

      The doorman finally smiled and gave Matthias the thumbs up.  He felt himself smiling as well, but the gesture felt hollow.  With whom was he going to be staying?

      “Thanks,” the doorman said.  He ended the call then gave the boy a solemn nod.  “Ten minutes.  Look for him here on the corner.  He drives an old Audi.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Matthias said.

      Ten minutes later, a man pulled up in a dark blue Audi sedan.  The driver rolled down the window, giving Matthias an appraising look.  Matthias took a tentative step forward.  The man was a little thick around the midsection, mostly bald with a few wisps of hair pulled over the middle, and wearing studious-looking glasses with thick black frames.  He seemed to have a slight overbite but he was clean-shaven and acting like he wanted to put Matthias at ease.

      “Are you the boy who needs a place to stay?” he asked, his voice a little tinny, not off-putting, but not normal either.  Sickness and fear roiled through him.  Looking down the road, with the last light of day waning, Matthias knew the night was unforgiving and that a warm bed would be so much better.

      “Yes,” Matthias answered, swallowing past a rather large lump in his throat.

      Taking one last look at the doorman, Matthias felt his stomach drop.  He couldn’t stop wondering how this had happened.  How had he come to this place in his life?  How had things gone so badly?  His father had called him a cocksucker, even though Matthias had never been with a boy.  He quickly apologized, but the word had been spat at him, and he felt his father’s revulsion as if it was a fist crashing into his face.

      The driver reached over, unlatched the passenger door, pushed it open.  “Get in,” he said bringing Matthias back to the moment.  “You’re going to freeze to death out there.”

      Matthias paused.  Get in the car or sleep on the street?  Was that even a fair consideration?  When he was younger, he and his friends used to play the “this or that” game.  Would you eat ten oysters or drink a glass of your grandmother’s spit?  Would you fart in a beautiful woman’s mouth, or let her take a shit in yours?  Stupid questions like that; questions where both answers were bad but both forced you to evaluate who you were as a person and what you would do in a seemingly-impossible situation.  This was the real-life “this or that” question.  Go home with a pervy-looking man or sleep on the street and maybe freeze to death?

      “We’re holding up traffic, kid,” the driver pressed.  Matthias couldn’t make his feet move.  “If you’re not coming, then do me a favor and shut the door so I can go.”

      Finally, his feet moved.  Three cars had come to a stop behind the man’s Audi.  The farthest car back honked twice, startling him.  He snapped out of his trance, climbed into the car, and shut the door behind him.

      “I’m sorry,” Matthias said, his voice as small as he had ever remembered it.

      The man pulled away from the curb, solidifying Matthias’ decision.  The driver snuck a look at him, his demeanor calm and non-threatening.  “It’s okay.  I’m a school teacher.  I have two boys of my own.  Their bedrooms are empty on account of my youngest leaving it vacant.”

      “Is he at university?” Matthias heard himself ask.

      “Yes, 2 years now,” he replied.  “I try to help kids like you, hoping that if my sons ever need help, someone will do for them as I have done for others.”

      Instinctively, he did not like the general feel of the driver, but he was doing something kind, so Matthias simply smiled, nodded, and tried to keep his mouth shut.

      The ride took about 10 minutes and they rode in near silence.  When they pulled up to a small, nice-looking house, Matthias felt some of the tension in his chest abate.  The neighborhood had a clean, well-kept appearance, and it was close to several other homes in case he needed to scream or run for his life.

      Matthias got out of the car, followed the driver into the small dark home, and nearly cried when he smelled something good and meaty cooking.  His stomach growled in response, the hunger pit he felt in his gut never deeper than at that moment.

      “I’ll show you your room,” the man said.

      Matthias followed him back to the bedroom.  The first thing he noticed was the lock on the inside of the door, which made him feel a little better.  The man opened the door wide enough to show him the space, and then stepped aside and let Matthias enter the room.

      The bed was comfortable looking and wide enough for him to stretch but the room was small in comparison.  He glanced at the window and saw only blackness beyond.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” Matthias said, grateful.

      The man studied him a little too long but then he smiled.  He seemed to want to ask Matthias a question.  Finally, he spoke.  “Are you in trouble, son?”

      Matthias shook his head and tried to look calm but his mouth was uncooperative and he heard and felt his heart beat along his neck and in his ears.  He wasn’t leery of strangers.  He was downright scared of them.  The situation terrified him.  He had never run away before, but if this man was as nice as he appeared, then maybe he would let Matthias stay a while.  But if he was a level-ten creeper, then Matthias would have to brave it on the streets or go back home and promise his father to try to like women, even though he knew he was not wired that way.

      “I’m making stew,” the man said, “if you’d like to join me.”

      “What kind of stew?”

      He let out an uneasy laugh, then immediately frowned.  “A polite young man would thank me and eat whatever it was I had to offer.”

      Matthias’ face burned with shame.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Schnüsch,” the man said, his pulled-together brows now softening the features of his face.  “And all is forgiven.”

      Schnüsch was a creamy traditional German stew made with carrots, potatoes, kohlrabi, green beans, and peas, sprinkled with chopped parsley and served with ham.  It wasn’t Matthias’ favorite thing to eat but the hunger pangs were getting the best of him and now his stomach was growling in retaliation.

      “What is your name?” Matthias asked.

      “Elmar Harfouch.”

      “I’m Matthias.”

      “No last name, Matthias?” Elmar asked.

      Matthias shook his head.

      “Why exactly are you homeless, Matthias?”

      The doorman told him he didn’t have the right to ask Matthias probing questions, but could he tell Mr. Harfouch the same thing?

      No, he couldn’t.

      “My father and I don’t see eye to eye,” Matthias said, purposely vague.

      “On what?”

      He swallowed hard, then, “My sexuality.”

      Elmar looked him up and down, and then an easy smile broke over his ugly face.  “You’re not old enough to be sexually active.”

      “I am,” he said.  “I’m old enough, I mean.”

      “But you’re just a boy!”

      “I’m eighteen,” Matthias said defensively.

      Mr. Harfouch quietly laughed to himself.  Then he looked at Matthias once more and gave yet another soft chuckle.  “An emergency is an emergency, young man.  You’re safe here with me no matter your true age or familial circumstances.”

      “I said I’m eighteen,” Matthias said, softly.

      “You’re not eighteen,” Elmar replied.  “Tell me that again and I’ll tell you you’re a damn liar.  Are you a liar Matthias with no last name?”

      He couldn’t say one way or the other for fear of losing the shelter, but his eyes were flashing wide and he had somehow forgotten to breathe.

      “I knew it,” Harfouch whispered.
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      Elmar served the little liar dinner and then, with an air of pleasance, he said, “Would you like black tea or rosehip tea?  I have both.”

      “Rosehip, please,” Matthias said, still feeling sullen from being called out on his lie.

      “Eat, eat,” Elmar motioned with a disarming chuckle.  “I know you’re hungry.  I can hear your stomach growling from here.  And I’m not mad about your age if that’s why you’re worried.”

      While the boy dug into his stew, Elmar poured them both a cup of rosehip tea.  He then sprinkled a mixture of tiny crystals into the brew and stirred it well.  The mixture dissolved in moments.  He then added a drop of special tincture and watched it dissolve as well.  Showing no signs of anxiousness or anticipation, he delivered the tea.

      Halfway through dinner, after he had consumed much of his tea, Matthias said, “I think I need to lie down.”

      “Are you okay?” Elmar asked.

      “I’m just tired.”

      “If I watch television, will that make it impossible for you to sleep?”

      The boy’s eyelids were so heavy he fought to keep them open.  Slowly, he shook his head.  “It’s fine.”

      When Matthias was in bed, Elmar turned on the television, watched the news and some sports, and then he crept back to check on Matthias.  The boy had somehow managed to get up from his drugged stupor and lock the bedroom door.

      “Clever children aren’t clever enough when locked in a den full of monsters,” he said as if repeating a fairytale for perverts.

      With the key, he unlocked the door and snuck inside.  He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness and his ears to isolate the boy’s sounds.  The boy had barely made it back to bed.

      Elmar turned on the light.  Matthias lay face-down on the pillow, half his mouth and one nostril making noise.  He thumped the child on the back of the head, then stood back.  Matthias didn’t even move.

      He rolled the boy over and went through his pockets.  Besides a handful of cash, Matthias had a school identification card that he promptly slipped into his pocket.  He looked at the boy’s watch, then slipped it off of his wrist.

      Looking the drugged boy over, Elmar sneered, then shivered, and then he stood and unfastened his belt.  His heart was banging around inside his ribcage, a breath of excitement trapped high in his chest.  Visions of breaking this boy burned bright in his mind.  His body responded accordingly.  He took no shame as he disrobed before the child.  Instead, he stood there as naked as a plucked chicken, dreaming.

      Before he took the boy and made him dessert, Elmar went to fetch the camera.  He checked to make sure the battery had a full charge.  He then unpacked the tripod, bringing it to the boy’s room as well.

      There, he set up and adjusted the camera on a tripod, making sure the field of view captured the scene the way he wanted.  Satisfied, Elmar hit “record” and walked toward the boy.

      “Let’s get you out of those clothes now,” he whispered, his reedy, high-pitched voice breaking beneath, with what could only be described as a tidal wave of need.

      A few minutes later, when Elmar was done, he shut off his camera, took a shower, then pleasured himself a second time.  After that, he slipped into a robe and house shoes, and then he went into the other room and called the number.

      “Yeah,” the gruff voice said.

      “Are you still paying cash for strays?”

      “Depends.”

      Elmar sent the man a photo of the naked boy on the bed unconscious.  “Will that be sufficient?”

      The reply came quickly.  “Yes.”

      “Same as before?”

      “I will have to show the buyer, of course.  Then we will determine the…finder’s fee.”

      “Yes, yes.  Of course.”

      “I’ll be in touch within the hour,” the man told Elmar.

      He called back 30 minutes later.  Elmar snatched up the phone, hardly letting it ring a second time.

      “Hello?”

      “The boss says your last two offerings were good, so he’s willing to do the same deal as before, cash upon pick up.  I’m assuming the package is ready?”

      “I just need to get him dressed.”

      “Is he drugged?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any ID?”

      “Not on this one,” he lied.  The school ID, the cash, and the watch sat on the kitchen table before him.

      “Good,” the man said before hanging up.

      Elmar sat the cell phone on the table then turned his attention to Matthias’ ID.  Two things stood out.  First, this little turd was 14 years old, not 18.  Had he been honest in the first place, Elmar would have had an even better time violating him.  And second, he did indeed have a surname, and it looked vaguely familiar.  Selge.

      “Matthias Selge,” Elmar mumbled out loud.  He sat back in his chair, something tickling the edge of his memory.  The answer failed to present itself.  “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

      He knew Edgar Selge as a German-born actor.  Were they related?  No, he didn’t think so.  The two of them looked nothing alike.  But was it possible?

      “Maybe,” he said as he logged onto Google and did a search using the boy’s full name.  The first results sent a shockwave of fear through him.

      “Oh, dear God,” he muttered to himself.

      Now he knew why the name was familiar.  Closing his eyes, he tried to work out all the possibilities in his head.  None of them ended well for him.  His heart skipped and sputtered, and then it hard-charged into a staccato drumbeat that left him breathless and scared and wondering if he was going to pass out.

      He shoved his spent, rotund body out of his chair, then he paced the small room for a moment.  After that, he stalked back to the boy’s room.  He was still on the bed.  Elmar grabbed a towel and tried cleaning the blood from inside Matthias’ thighs.  He grabbed a second towel, then pulled back each cheek and cleaned the area around his anus.  After that, he dressed the boy.

      He checked his watch.  It was time to prepare for company.  Once he was dressed, he dragged Matthias by his ankles into the front room and parked him by the door.  The boy lay there, unresponsive.

      Elmar knelt and checked Matthias’ pulse.  It was strong.  “You stupid little turd,” he growled before standing up and driving a kick into his side.

      Had he known the boy’s last name, Elmar would have thrown him out on the street without a conflicting thought.  He went to take a piss, brushed his teeth, then returned to find the boy had not moved.

      In a voice that was barely anything—hardly even a sound—he said, “You should have told me.  I could have saved you so much pain.”

      The sharp knock on the front door startled him.  Elmar opened the door and saw a big, serious man holding a thick envelope.

      “Show me,” Elmar said.

      The man opened the envelope and showed him the stack of cash.  Elmar stepped back and opened the door farther.

      “Please come in.”

      The big man strolled inside, glanced down at the unconscious boy, then knelt and palmed the boy’s face.  He pulled the lips back to check his teeth, wiggled a pinkie finger into his ear canal, then unzipped his pants and assessed the child’s genitals.  When his inspection was complete, he slapped the boy so hard, the cracking sound of the blow caused Elmar to jump.

      Matthias, however, didn’t move.

      The man turned his gaze on Elmar with a nod of satisfaction.

      “Did you think he was dead?” Elmar asked.  “I think you should check for yourself before you go.  This will protect us both from scrutiny.”

      The man checked Matthias’ pulse.  Satisfied, he stood and nodded.

      Elmar smiled then took the envelope of cash.

      “Count it,” the man said.

      “I trust you.”

      “Don’t.”

      Elmar counted the cash and found that it was the exact amount promised.  He nodded to the man who then went to his SUV and retrieved a large canvas suitcase with a heavy-duty plastic handle and whisper-quiet rollers.

      Inside the front room, this brute worked to stuff the unconscious boy into the suitcase.  It took some time but the man was making progress.  And then the boy started to move.  A light groan escaped him, and a look of pain crinkled his otherwise slack features.

      The big man removed a loaded syringe from his coat pocket.  He uncapped it, flicked it, then cleared it of tiny air bubbles.  He then injected the boy with the syringe’s contents—likely Ketamine hydrochloride—and then he rolled up his sleeves and waited for the boy to stop moving.  The drug took but a moment to have the intended effect.  Matthias fell perfectly still.

      Elmar looked down and saw a large tattoo on the man’s forearm.  The ink depicted a woman’s face as she struggled to escape a black circle.  She was screaming, her eyes covered with a blood-spattered blindfold.  Out of this same dark circle were six hands, loose tapestry hanging off their wrists and ripped-open wounds on the dorsal surface of the hands.  Five of them were clawing at the blinded woman’s face while one pried her mouth open.

      The detail was stunning and scary, and it nearly caused an involuntary shudder.  “One day, you’ll have to tell me what that is you’re using,” Elmar said.

      And how I can get a hold of it for myself?

      The tattooed man said nothing.  He just kept working on fitting the boy in the case.  He managed to shut the lid but he couldn’t close the zipper.  Finally, out of frustration, he leaned on the lumpy parts of the fabric, smashing the surface flat.  Only then did the zipper shut.

      He finally rolled his sweaty body off the case and sat on his butt for a long moment.  He glanced up at Elmar, a sheen of sweat mapping his forehead.

      “Oh, before you go,” he said, returning to the table where only the ID lay.  He picked up the ID and said, “I found this on him.  Thought you might want it.”

      “I thought you said he had no ID.”

      Elmar shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to say anything else.  The man stood and took the ID.  He pocketed it, and then he wheeled the merchandise to the SUV, saying nothing on the way out.  When he was gone, Elmar shut and locked the front door.

      He stood at the window and watched the expensive SUV cruise out of the neighborhood.  Elmar’s attention shifted to Matthias' watch where it sat on the kitchen table.  A deep sigh escaped him.  "Stupid, stupid little boy.”

      Not only was he 14 years old, but Matthias Selge was also the only son of one of the highest-ranking members in Germany’s federal parliament: the Bundesrat.

      Matthias’ father, Jochen Selge, had a reputation of being one of the most politically ruthless men Germany had ever seen.  He was a staunch politician who believed in the old ways, the cruel ways, those ways that benefitted the state and its tyrants rather than the people it claimed to serve.  Anyone standing on the wrong side of Jochen Selge didn’t fare well.

      Could he somehow survive this blunder?

      He wasn’t sure.
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      As the new warden at NorCal State Prison, Kathleen Richardson worked in less than desirable conditions for a woman of her beauty and stature.  NorCal State Prison was a supermax facility teeming with murderers, rapists, thieves, and domestic terrorists.  Richardson told herself she was safe, but was she?  After being kidnapped by Cira at gunpoint and forced to release Atlas Hargrove into the wild with no guarantees of his return, her faith remained shaken.

      She and her husband, Dwight, had an expensive home security system installed, which she hoped would add to her sense of safety.  Unfortunately, she still felt unsafe.  The last 3 months had chipped away at her confidence.

      At first, leaving Atlas in solitary confinement had been a retaliatory measure.  She wanted him stuffed in the hole until the shaken feelings inside of her wore off.  Unfortunately, those feelings remained—to some lesser degree or another—to that day.  Where before she operated outside the realms of fear and rage, now she battled back the all-encompassing crush of anger brought about by betrayal.  Leopold seduced and compromised her integrity, Cira kidnapped her at gunpoint, and Atlas barely respected her authority.

      Richardson dealt with these sometimes-irrational emotions by reassessing the prison’s internal security measures.  The safety inspections were borderline overkill for a new facility, but the distraction nevertheless served its purpose.  In truth, the prison was operating just fine, she was safe, and everyone was as happy as they could be in a facility where the inmates were locked down 21 hours a day.

      Just when she was beginning to feel at ease, which was about a month and a half after Atlas returned from doing whatever he had done, the FBI showed up with some rather pointed questions.

      Richardson went into an immediate tailspin.

      Composed but feeling the strain, she had answered the FBI’s general inquiries regarding her staff, her inmates, and finally Atlas Hargrove.  When Richardson finished speaking with the feds, the two agents thanked her for her time, left their business cards, and then went away.

      Two weeks later, the agents returned, asking to speak with Atlas directly.  Richardson refused them access.  Atlas was still in solitary confinement.  In addition to her refusal, she assured the men that Atlas had been in solitary confinement for murdering a fellow inmate.

      “How long ago was that?” the shorter agent asked.

      “Nearly 8 weeks.”

      “Are 8 weeks normal?” the taller, smug-looking agent asked.

      “Murder happens in prisons, Special Agent Hirsch,” she said to the shorter agent.  “When you put a former cop in a prison of this caliber, do you expect everyone to play well together?”

      “On what day did Mr. Hargrove murder this other inmate?  And when exactly was he put into solitary confinement?”

      Richardson gave them the exact date and time.

      They made notes.

      She kept her cool, but inside she was shaking.  Again, the agents pressed her to speak with Atlas.  Richardson stood her ground.  The agents then asked about the prison’s incarceration procedures related to solitary confinement.

      “Would you like a copy of our procedures?” she asked.

      “That would be great,” Hirsch said.

      “Leave me an email address, and I’ll send you everything you need,” Richardson replied, no longer hiding her irritation.

      “We’d like to interview the guards that were there that day as well as the guards who delivered Mr. Hargrove to solitary confinement.”

      “They don’t like you very much at the FBI, do they?” Richardson asked.  She was tired of all the questions.  Mostly, she was afraid that if she answered even one, it would give the feds cause to ask three more, and then five more, and so forth.

      The agents exchanged looks, clearly displeased with her statement.  Richardson knew that look.  The two of them were losing her, and they may have already lost her.

      You never even had me.

      “Could you provide us with the names of the guards we asked for?” Hirsch asked.  “Perhaps we could come back next week and interview them.”

      “No,” she replied, crossing her arms.

      “We are only asking you out of courtesy,” the taller, smug one said.  “We could climb up the ladder and go over your head if that’s an easier pill for you to swallow.”

      “What is your name again?” she asked, staring right at him.

      “Special Agent Anders Ellis.”

      “Well, Agents Hirsch and Ellis, I don’t appreciate you coming into my prison and insinuating that my inmates are somehow…not accounted for if that’s what you’re asking.  It’s certainly what you’re insinuating.”

      “We have good reason to be here,” Hirsch replied.

      “As far as I can tell, you’re just a couple of junior agents fishing in the wrong pond, and quite frankly, I don’t have time for this.  Furthermore, you’ve exhausted the last of my patience.”

      She knew she was walking a fine line between being irritated and looking guilty.  Still, she couldn’t help herself.  The agents traded glances, and then Hirsch gave Ellis a nod so subtle Richardson almost missed it.

      “We are grateful for your time, Warden Richardson,” Hirsch said.

      She was grateful when the agents finally left.

      Over the next few weeks, two ranking members of NorCal’s Board of Directors contacted her with questions about the FBI agents and their interest in Atlas Hargrove.  Those same people also drilled her about the safety measures in place for the prisoners.

      Darlene Pew was the most persistent of the board members.  She was also the ranking member. To Pew, Richardson had said, “Fabian Dicampli lost too many prisoners under his tenure.  Atlas Hargrove has been responsible for a fair amount of those dead prisoners.  I’m breaking his will in solitary confinement, so the last thing I need is the feds breaking my balls over him.”

      “We appreciate the job you’re doing,” the woman replied, pacifying Richardson the way you’d console someone in junior high school.

      She knew she was testing Pew and that it was dangerous.  But the stress of the new job, combined with her fear of arrest surrounding her role in Atlas’ release, was getting the best of her.  She had never lost her temper with an employer before, but at that moment, she was itching to unload.

      “I don’t want that man to see the light of day,” Richardson said, her voice carrying a ragged edge.

      “FBI Director Chang reached out to us personally,” Pew explained, unruffled.  “She asked that we either provide her agents with access to the guards or arrange for a sit-down with Hargrove personally.”

      “This is ridiculous,” she grumbled, pacing her office.

      “It’s your choice, Kathleen, but you must make it.”

      Richardson stopped in her tracks.  “Do you understand what you’re asking of me?”

      The older woman released an exasperated breath then managed to collect herself.  “The news of Dicampli’s murder is only starting to cool.  We put our faith in you, and though we will have your back, we are not interested in attracting any extra attention from the Prison Industry Board.”

      “I understand,” Richardson said.

      “The man murdered last month was Atlas’ former cellmate, was he not?”

      “He was,” she said, closing her eyes and rubbing her temples.

      “I know you need the time to get your house in order, Kathleen.  The sooner you clear this task from your slate, the sooner you can get back to your work.”

      She felt a headache coming on.  Pew was asking her to go along to get along, to be a team player.  This would not have been a question before Atlas Hargrove came into her life.  But now, everything had changed.

      “The last thing we need is to draw the ire or scrutiny of the FBI, let alone any of our other board members or investors,” Pew added.

      She didn’t blame Pew for her position.  She sank into her chair, knowing she would need to yield to Pew and the board if she wanted to keep her job.

      “So you’ll contact them?” Pew asked, her voice kind but her words insistent.  “Or should we have the FBI agents contact you directly?”

      “Have them contact me directly.”

      “Will do.”  Before hanging up, Pew said, “We’re really happy with you in this position, and we would love to see you succeed.”

      “I won’t do anything to shake your faith, ma’am,” Richardson said, hoping to reassure the woman.

      “See to it that you don’t.”

      Lately, Richardson found herself questioning her decision to hold Atlas in solitary confinement.  She intended to break him in an attempt to punish Leopold and Cira for their cruelty toward her, and their duplicity.  If she could dull their human weapon, then maybe they would take her more seriously.  Unfortunately, she was charged with caring for these people, as detestable as they were.  Her job was to keep them safe, not push them to the brink of death.

      But the damn FBI!  Had these two insistent assholes not started sniffing around, Richardson would have released Atlas into gen pop several weeks earlier.  As it was, he was denied fresh air and exercise, decent food, and proper hygiene for 3 months.

      She didn’t want to, but it was time to visit Atlas.
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      Richardson hadn’t heard from Agent Hirsch for a few days, so when the agent finally got in touch with her, she promised to arrange for Atlas’ release.  He seemed pleased, but he was professional enough not to gloat.  Not that it mattered.  The man had rubbed her the wrong way from their first interaction, and she didn’t expect their dealings to improve.

      That night, Richardson visited Atlas in solitary confinement.  The conversation with the man was so upsetting she cried half the way home.  He was losing his mind.  Maybe it was already gone.  Had she misjudged his mental state?  In Texas, some prisoners had spent decades in solitary confinement.  Then again, they got an hour of sunlight and exercise daily.  Richardson had denied Atlas these freedoms as well as his mandated food rations.  She had wanted him to know that actions have consequences.  It made sense at the time.  She hoped Atlas would have trod that fine line between temporary insanity and a permanent state of mental collapse.  If she had judged him right, then he could recover.  But what if she was wrong?

      She told herself she wasn’t wrong.  Plenty of men went into solitary confinement much longer than Atlas, and though they came out looking like head cases, they just needed time to re-adjust to the general population.

      Still, earlier that night—standing on the other side of his cell door—she promised to give him the conditions he needed to recover mentally and physically.

      First, the man had to survive the FBI’s interrogation.  But she needed to survive the feds as well.  She had been, after all, complicit in helping Atlas escape.  At least, that was how it would look.   Her failure to report Leopold’s and Cira’s illegal behavior sealed her fate.  So, now, if Atlas tanked her interrogation, she would likely lose her job and go to prison as well.

      The next day, Richardson called Andrew Blane into her office.  Blane was the ranking guard, a hardened man who understood Atlas’ special arrangement as well as Richardson’s legal and moral dilemma.  Blane was also complicit in escorting Atlas in and out of prison.  So, he had just as much to lose as Richardson.  It only felt right that she inform him of the circumstances.

      She told Blane about the conversations with Agents Hirsch and Ellis, as well as the pressure she was under from Nancy Pew, and then she sat back in her chair, drew a deep breath, and said, “They finally broke my balls, Blane.  I have to give them Atlas.”

      “I wondered why you were working late,” Blane said, concern lying naked in his eyes.

      “It’s time to release him.”

      “Shit, shower, and shave?” Blane asked.

      “Double helpings on food as well, and put him in the transitionary cell.  But not until he finishes the interview.  I want him to be an absolute mess, filthy, and stinking to all hell when the feds get him.  If he can’t form a proper sentence, or worse, if he loses his shit on these two clowns, then he can’t be held to account.  Our word on the matter will supersede his word any day of the week.”

      “They’ll talk about prisoner treatment,” Blane warned.  “They might even file a complaint to spite us.  You know how those pricks like to turn the screw.”

      “This isn’t an inspection,” Richardson said.  “Whatever they want—whatever they have on him—we need to know.  But if Atlas gets upset, and he probably will, we will need to be able to get him out of there before he tries to kill them.  If it’s a mental health issue, it’ll make it easier to intervene early.”

      “That’s pretty thin, Warden,” Blane said.

      “I know,” she said.  “But, unfortunately, it’s all I have.”
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      When NorCal State Prison first opened, one of the most important cells the prison had to offer was called a transitionary cell, or a T-cell, as the staff called it.  This cell was in direct line of sight to the nearest guard post.  This cell served various functions.  First, it was a way of bringing violent or mentally unstable inmates out of extended stays in solitary confinement.  Second, it served as a separate cell for those having issues at home (in their cells with their cellmates) and for those whose lives were in immediate danger either from their cellmate or gen pop.  Ever since the prison first opened, the transitionary cell was used for this and other purposes on more than one occasion.  It was currently vacant, but it would not be for long.  That would be Atlas' cell for the next few weeks.

      After completing a 90-day stint in virtual darkness with limited meal rations and absent any of the scant luxuries of the prison, such as an actual bed, a toilet, toilet paper, a shower, sunlight, exercise, and human interaction, Atlas was not fit for the general population.  Being re-introduced into gen pop in such a state of weakness and with the mental vulnerabilities Richardson had identified would likely mean a death sentence to the former police officer.  He could also put other prisoners in harm’s way, and possibly even her guards.

      “Agents Hirsch and Ellis will be here in a few hours,” Richardson later explained to Blane over the phone.  “I want you to take Atlas directly to the T-cell.  Don’t tell him what’s going on.  I just want your overall assessment of his state of mind.  After we’re done with the feds, make sure he gets plenty of shower time and that he has a solid meal.  If he’s up to it, give him up to an hour in the yard.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “When he starts to get his wits about him, he may be pissed off, so let’s be ready for anything.  The last thing I want is for him to snap and kill someone.”

      “He’ll be fine, ma’am.”

      Thinking back to her conversation with Atlas and how he said things only the mentally unfit would say, Richardson didn’t share her guard’s enthusiasm.

      “You didn’t hear the man as I did,” she said, still unnerved by their conversation.  “Atlas Hargrove is far from fine, and if we don’t handle him just right, there’s no telling what he’ll do.  I’m okay with that when he walks in to meet with the feds.  I want that.  But not afterward.  Afterward, we have his mental health and safety to consider, the same as any of our prisoners.”

      “Okay, but, with all due respect, Warden, the last thing a guy like Atlas needs is someone handling him with kid gloves.”

      “That’s why I want you on top of this.  Find that fine line, but find it after he meets with the feds.  By the time Hirsch and Ellis show up, I want him shaken, disjointed, and on edge.”

      “You’re playing with an agitated rattlesnake, ma’am,” he warned.  “I understand why we need this but I just want to be on the record that this is a terrible idea.  Giving him advanced warning of what is happening is the best way to control him and the environment.”

      “We’ve been painted into a corner.”  When Blane didn’t ask any more questions, Richardson delivered the bad news.  “They asked about Prague.”

      “The feds or the board?”

      “Agent Hirsch.”

      Blane went quiet for a moment.  Then, “So that was Atlas in Prague?”

      She released an audible sigh, then repositioned herself in her chair.  She kept a travel bottle of whiskey in the top desk drawer.  She planned on cracking the seal as soon as she hung up the phone.  “Who even knows?”

      “What if it was him?” Blane asked.  “I mean, whoever killed those people, they were freaking psychos.  Meaning our resident psycho fits the bill in about every category.”

      “If it was him, then I’ll be happy he did what he did.  Those people were monsters.”

      Blane voiced his agreement.  “I’ll wait for your call, then.”

      Two hours later, her phone buzzed.

      She picked it up.

      “Warden Richardson,” she answered.

      “Special Agent Mike Hirsch is here to see you,” the male voice said.

      “Send him back,” Richardson replied.

      She alerted Blane.  “We’re ready for Atlas in my office,” she said.  A moment later, there was a knock on her door.

      “Come in,” she said from behind her desk.

      The door opened and in walked Agent Hirsch.  He wore an off-the-rack suit, had what she thought of as the trademark federal hairstyle, and he moved with the arrogant gait of a young man with FBI credentials.  Her low opinion of him still hadn’t changed.  Then again, it wasn’t him as much as she loathed the position in which she had been placed by sleeping with Leopold.  She’d torpedoed her life that night.  How long would she have to answer for that decision?

      “Where’s your partner?” she asked.

      “Agent Ellis is on his way,” Hirsch replied.  “His plane landed later than mine.”

      “Have a seat, Mike.”

      “It’s Special Agent Hirsch,” he said.  He sat down in the chair across from her and said, “That said, I’m glad you decided to see me.”

      “Director Chang intervened on your behalf.  But so did the Prison Industry Board and NorCal State Prison’s board of supervisors.  With everyone crawling up my ass on this…matter, I figured it was time to relent.  It’s late, though, and I’m missing time with my husband, a bottle of wine, and the cool evening air.  That said, any courtesy I offer you is a forced one, since I have nothing but contempt for you for that.”

      “Duly noted,” he said, unmoved by her candor.  “And for the record, I appreciate the sacrifice, ma’am.”

      “Don’t call me ma’am.”

      He sat up straight, appraised her with a frown, then gathered his bearings long enough to save face.  He reached down and opened his briefcase.  From there, he withdrew an 8” x 10” photograph of Atlas and slid it across the desk.  Richardson leaned forward for a look.  In this photo, Atlas Hargrove held the decapitated head of some sadomasochistic executioner.  The scene was straight out of a horror movie.  Blood was everywhere.  Furthermore, the rage on Atlas’ face told her all she needed to know about that moment.  She had seen multiple prison videos of Atlas losing his mind.  The look was the same.

      “What the hell is this?” she asked.

      “Do you remember when we said we had a good reason for wanting to talk with your prisoner?”

      “Of course.”

      He pointed to the photo.  “Is that Atlas Hargrove?”

      “When was this photo taken?” she asked, taking a closer look.  “It doesn’t look exactly like him but I can see why you might think it’s him.”

      “This photo was taken 3 months ago,” he replied.  He paused for effect, then added, “In Prague.”

      “In that case, no,” she said with confidence.  “It’s not him.”

      He slid a second photograph her way.  She took a long look.  Where the first photo was noisy with soft edges and high pixelation, this second photo had been run through technical analysis and touched up to both sharpen the image and reveal key details of Atlas’ appearance.  This was most assuredly him.  Breathless, scared, and trying not to panic, she felt her heart rate double and then double again.

      “As I said, that looks like him,” she said, fighting to stay calm, “but it’s not him.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      She fixed him with a look that she pumped full of hatred.  There was a consistency of emotion in true rage that one seldom found with uncertainty or fear.  She needed that consistency!  This was why she drew up memories of Leopold Wentworth and how he had put her in this God-awful position.  She hoped a clear delineation of hatred would overwhelm and neutralize the more transparent emotions that had emerged during this informal interview.

      “Because Atlas Hargrove is rotting in solitary confinement under lock, key, and 24-hour guard.  And because he has been there for the last 3 months.  I told you this weeks ago.  My statement hasn’t changed.”

      “We ran this photo through our facial recognition database.”

      “I don’t care if you jerked him off and expedited processing of the DNA yourself.  I’m telling you he’s been here the entire time.  And whoever this man in the photo is, he looks like Atlas might have once looked, but he is most certainly not our Atlas Hargrove.”

      “This is why I have been anxious to speak with him,” Hirsch said calmly.

      “How old are you, Mike?” she asked.

      “Special Agent Hirsch,” he said, again, bothered this time.  “And to answer your question, I’m old enough to be here doing this job, even though I look young for my age.”

      “Let me ask the question a different way.  When exactly did your balls drop?” she pressed.  “Because I could have kids older than you.”  This snake put her in a corner and all she could do to save her ass was try and divert his attention away from her nervousness using petty insults.

      He cleared his throat, adjusted himself in his seat.

      She continued.  “Not only are you young, but a brute like Atlas Hargrove wouldn’t so much as spit in your direction if he could.  He has no respect for guys who wax their eyebrows, bleach their teeth, or stroll into places like this with eyes like yours.”

      “What’s wrong with my eyes?” he asked with a strained laugh.

      She found no humor in any of this, and her expression reflected that.  “You’d be turned out in 15 seconds flat in gen pop.  Ten minutes later, you would be the prison bitch.  No one in here would respect a pretty-boy fed like you.  Even now, the shadows of suspicion lay heavily upon those at the top of your organization.  They refuse to trust that you people will tell the truth, let alone follow the facts as they fall.  They believe that you will lie to reach whatever end it is you want to reach, and they hate you for it.”

      “I am not the top of my organization,” he said.  “And you can’t believe everything you see on TV or the internet.  And that shadow of suspicion to which you referred?  It’s always been on the FBI, the CIA, and the NSA.  It needs to be there to keep agency power in check.”

      “I am not like the bulk of naysayers, Agent Hirsch.  I believe in our intelligence agencies, flawed as they may be right now, and my trust in agents like you is probably around average for a person in my position.  As far as my inmates are concerned, you are a lowly maggot with garbage assignments if you’re sniffing around in places like this.  I guess that your handlers don’t like you, which means Atlas won’t like you, and I have to say it, the way you look—like some pampered Sally-boy—even I don’t like you.”

      “Jesus,” he said.

      “Don’t use the Lord’s name in vain in here,” she snapped, startling him.

      “Your prison, your rules,” he replied, a cherry-red tint of color rising to his cheeks.

      The man’s response to the reprimand and personal attack let Richardson know two things.  One, she had rattled him.  And two, he was new enough to get rattled, which likely meant he was young enough to the agency to get this crappy assignment.

      “Bring me Atlas Hargrove, please,” he said.

      She picked up the two-way and, in an irritated tone, said, “Blane, drag the degenerate out of his hole and bring him to me.”

      “Already on our way, Warden,” came the swift reply.

      She set the two-way on her desk and looked at the young agent.  He sat there, speechless.  She smiled, but it was a thin, disparaging smile.

      “Why is a scrub like you working an international case?” she asked, continuing her attacks.  “Shouldn’t the CIA be involved?  They’re outside of the US.  You’re domestic.”

      “I’m well aware of how the intelligence agencies work and the scope of our jurisdiction.”

      “Then why the hell am I here past the dinner hour, Agent?”

      “Because my director says you have to be here,” he snapped back, his demeanor suddenly changing.  He leaned forward on her desk, palms down like he wanted to launch himself at her.  “If you want me to sit here and play nice, I can, and I will.  But the reason I’m here on this crap assignment in this godforsaken place is that I can play bad cop better than most.”

      “Well, then, show me what you have, eyebrows,” Richardson said as she sat back and folded her arms.

      His upper lip went stiff, and a film of sweat beaded his brow.  Hirsch looked like he wanted to crawl out of his skin but thought twice about the repercussions.  Finally, he sat back in his chair and folded his arms, mimicking Richardson’s behavior.

      Richardson appraised him like a teacher would a derelict student, and then she let loose a smirk and blew out a sharp but victorious huff of air.  Leaning forward, she tented her fingers on the desk between them.  “If you want me to be diplomatic for your report, Mike, I will be happy to oblige you.  But this is the only time you get to strong-arm your way into my prison.  So, whatever it is you have to say or ask, get it all out now because you won’t get a second chance.”

      “I don’t take orders from you,” he said, his tone cold and mean, but coming from a place of fragility.  “Special Agent Ellis will be here shortly.  You know him, but you don’t know him.  If you don’t like me, you really won’t like him.”

      “I don’t like either of you already,” she said, direct and to the point.

      Atlas was suddenly pushed through her office door by Officer Blane.  Seeing him was like watching a ghost walk into her office.  She could not stifle her shock.  He looked like something buried under a log for decades and then dragged out and shaken off.  The creature before her was nothing like his former self.  He had been scraped out of his little corner of darkness and deposited before them, and no one was ready for it, least of all, her.

      Hirsch looked at Atlas with the same astonishment.  Shocked, he turned to her and said, “Jesus Christ, Warden.”

      Richardson slapped her hand on the flat of her desk so hard it sounded like a gunshot.  “I warned you about using the Lord’s name in vain!”

      Hirsch held up his hands as if to apologize.  He was right, though.  Atlas was forty pounds lighter, whiter than the driven snow, and looking jumpy to the point of manic.  His eyes were sunken, his lips had split from dehydration, and his clothes were too big for him—a miscalculation by the guards.  But all of that paled in comparison to the energy he was putting off.  Standing still, he was primed to go haywire.

      “You can’t claim to treat people justly, even prisoners, and produce a man who looks like this,” Hirsch said, humbly.

      “I house the worst people this state has to offer,” Richardson spat.  “Murderers, rapists, arsonists, thieves, and enemies of the state.  You don’t get to tell me how to do my job.”

      “So this is you doing your job?” he barked, waving a hand at Atlas.

      “You bust them.  I house them until they’re dead.”

      Officer Blane had been right about prisoner treatment being used against her.  She had walked into the trap, but it didn’t sting because, truthfully, there was nowhere else to go.

      “Well, he looks halfway dead,” Hirsch said.

      “All he needs to do for you is talk,” Richardson said, “and that’s something he can do.  If you don’t like the way I treat sociopaths and scumbags like this one, then file a report.”

      Hirsch had claimed the upper hand.  But what exactly did he have planned?  And where was Ellis?  She glanced over at Atlas and hated his poor, physical state.  If she still had a heart, it would have broken at the sight of him.  But to have risen to this level in the industry, seeing the things that she saw every day could not have been possible with any show of emotion.

      Hirsch checked his watch, looked at the door.

      “When is Ellis supposed to arrive?”

      “Any minute,” he replied.

      Richardson turned back to Atlas.  His eyes were jumpy, his mouth moving to wet itself.  Even his hands seemed to shake involuntarily, like a Parkinson’s tremor.  She took a deep breath and tried to still her throbbing heart.

      “What is this?” Atlas finally asked.  His voice was like a boot scraping over bits of sand and gravel.

      “My name is Special Agent Mike Hirsch with the FBI, and I would like to ask you a few questions.”

      Atlas stared at the fed, the fitfulness in his eyes settling.  His pupils had turned to a hard, flat black.  Whatever scattered energy radiated off of him was now focused purely on Hirsch.  Richardson saw Atlas make contact, and it gave her pause.

      By his change in demeanor, if he still had his sanity, he had to know what was coming next.  She was trying to help him see the big picture as best she could.  But what if his brain was so broken that he could not access rational thought or muster the creativity needed to lie his way out of this situation?  One misstep on Atlas’ part and this would blow back on her and everyone else involved.  She knew what would follow.  The whole world would be crawling up her ass with inquiries and investigations and threats of life in prison with no chance of parole.

      “Would you like to sit down next to Special Agent Hirsch?” Richardson asked.

      “You left me there to rot,” Atlas growled.

      “Three months is nothing,” she reasoned with a dismissive wave of her hand.  “There are guys in Texas going on two decades, so sack up and spare me the self-pity.”

      He slowly turned her way, his cold, violent stare landing on her.  “You left me with barely enough food and water to survive,” he argued, his voice a bit louder, with the first vestiges of anger now present.

      “Oh, spare me the crybaby bullshit and sit down.”

      “It’s inhumane,” Atlas grumbled.

      “What’s inhumane is you killing my inmates, Atlas.  Now sit down and answer this man’s questions, or you are going back in the hole until I decide you’re fit to re-enter gen pop.”

      “I’m fit.”

      “It’s not looking that way.”

      He glared at her as he took a seat.  She didn’t know if his brain was active or wasted.  Was he aware that she was trying to help him?  That she brought him before this man, unprepared, with nothing but solitary confinement on his mind?  That he could maybe even play the mentally-unfit card?

      “Can you take these off, please?” Atlas asked.  “They’re hurting my wrists.”

      Atlas turned and showed Richardson the angry red marks on his skin.  She could not be sure if the welted skin resulted from the cuffs being too tight or from some struggle he might have had when first restrained.  She nodded to Officer Blane, who walked over.

      “They stay on,” Hirsch said quickly.

      “Move them to the front,” Richardson told Blane, “but loosen them a touch.”

      She fixed her eyes on Blane, not because she was afraid of what Hirsch would say, but as a direct rebuke to the agent.  Who the hell did he think he was telling her what to do with her inmates in her prison?

      “Agent Hirsch thinks we’re too hard on our resident mass murderer, Officer Blane.  But it seems he also fears for his life.  What a strange contradiction.”

      A casual look on the fed’s face transformed into an air of distaste.  Whatever annoyances Hirsch felt, they were the very DNA of his every expression.  Yet, somehow, he held his tongue.

      “Which bothers you most, Hirsch?” Richardson pressed.  “My treatment of my inmate or your safety when in the company of a monster?”

      Hirsch glanced up at Blane and gave the officer a nod of approval.  Blane took off Atlas’ cuffs, allowed the man to rub his wrists for a second, and then he cuffed him with his hands in front.  The fit was not loose, but it was not as tight as before.

      “There you go, Agent Hirsch,” Richardson said.  “Officer Blane and I have shown our inmate mercy.”

      “May I use your seat?” Hirsch asked, referring to the chair behind her desk.  Her chair.  She nodded.  He looked grateful.  “I won’t be too long.  I will call for you when I’m done.”

      He had suggested she leave her office, yet he wanted distance from Atlas, the kind of distance a large desk could provide.

      Richardson said, “Would you like Officer Blane to stand guard?”

      “Special Agent Ellis will be here shortly.  He will be sufficient.”

      At the door to her office, she turned and said, “Let me know when you’re finished.”

      “I already said I would,” Hirsch replied curtly.

      “My night doesn’t start until your little song and dance ends.  I ask that you keep that in mind, Mike.”

      Hirsch was now visibly irritated.  “As I said, Warden, I’m merely assisting the agency and INTERPOL in its investigation.  I have no personal stake in this.  Nor did I choose this time.  You did.”

      “I wasn’t aware the FBI worked this hard to help other countries solve their crimes,” she said, not wanting to leave just yet.  “I’m not sure why you’re working on Prague’s behalf.  Have we put an updated foreign policy in place?”

      As it were, she had given Atlas as much information as she could.  Now it was up to him to save them both.

      “INTERPOL’s National Central Bureau has offices in the Czech Republic, and though this might technically be a CIA matter considering Atlas’ citizenship, the fact that Atlas is currently locked up here has brought him into our jurisdiction.  It’s both formal and informal if you catch my drift.  If you feel better, though, I can bring in a CIA liaison.  I personally don’t like the spooks, but I will make the exception if it pleases you.”

      “This is a fishing expedition and a poor one at that.”

      Hirsch gave a theatrical wave of the hand, one that had her shaking her head in disgust once more.  “I’ll leave you to your…work, Agent Hirsch.”

      Without another word, she left the two of them in her office, and then she prayed that Atlas had the presence of mind to withstand whatever form of questioning this federal nuisance had to offer.

      Outside the door, in the hallway, she and Blane exchanged looks.

      “I want him served three meals a day,” she said.  “Give him the good stuff, not the crap we serve in the chow hall.  He also needs ample yard time.  Twice a day, 2 hours total.  We have to get his health up to par as quickly as possible.”

      “Why are you in such a rush to get him back to his normal, obstinate self?” Blane asked.  “This asshole has been nothing but problematic since day one.”

      Contrary to the warmth she showed Blane she did not like the man.  He was one of Dicampli’s holdovers.  And, even though he was privy to Leopold’s arrangement with Atlas, that didn’t mean she trusted him.  Trust, like friendship, took time to develop.  Unfortunately, she was short on time, so she decided to take a chance with Blane.  She had to confide in him.

      Unblinking, her expression perfectly serious, she said, “Someone on our board of directors overrode me on a separate matter.  That was 5 weeks ago.”

      “How did they do that?”

      “They sent me an inmate I did not want.”

      “Willy Kortner?” he asked.  She nodded.  There weren’t too many prisoners coming and going in NorCal, so she figured he would know she was referring to Kortner.  “Why didn’t you want him?  We get paid a lot of money to house the worst of the worst.”

      “Because I think he’s here to kill Atlas.”

      “Do you think that’s why he killed Atlas’ cellmate?”

      Again, she nodded.

      Frowning, referring to Atlas, Blane simply lowered his voice and said, “This guy is going to be the death of me.”

      “He might be the death of us all.”
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      Atlas sat across from the warden’s desk looking at the twenty-something fed with coiffed hair and groomed eyebrows, and it made him physically sick.  In contrast, Atlas’ hair was greasy, matted, and unruly, and his 90-day beard was long and scratchy enough to scrub down a latrine floor.

      “You may be wondering why I’m here.  To answer that question, I am here on behalf of our friends in the CIA.”

      “I didn’t know the CIA made friends with the feds.”

      “Professionally speaking, interagency cooperation began long before you took out those three kids in Napa and earned three lives in this little slice of paradise.  We now have reason to believe you were in Prague a few months ago.”

      Atlas started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny, Mr. Hargrove?”

      “Did Warden Richardson not tell you that I’ve been in the hole for 3 months?”

      “She did.”

      “Then why am I here?” he asked, no longer laughing.

      Hirsch slid the 8” x 10” photo across the desk.  Atlas saw himself in the photo.  He looked up and said, “Good-looking guy, but not me.”

      “See, I was skeptical at first,” Hirsch began.  “But then we ran the photo through facial recognition and now I’m here feeling confident the man in this photo is you.”

      “Congratulations, you found my doppelgänger.”

      “Five important people were murdered in Prague,” Hirsch said.  “All of them had some very nasty dossiers nailed to their heads.”

      “Nailed?”

      “A rusty nail pounded into their foreheads.”

      “With a dossier attached?”

      “It would seem as though these five people had questionable relationships with human trafficking and crimes against humanity.”

      “Sounds like they got what they deserved,” Atlas said.

      He felt off-kilter and weak, so frazzled and physically ruined he could hardly stand being alive.  His brain was a tangle of mismatched thoughts, his emotional stability like a boat rocking in open water: subject to the pitch and roll of the ocean’s current.  And now this idiot, this jackass, was running him through an interrogation about Prague?  His agitation was mounting, and his eyes ached from trying to adjust to the light after eons of darkness.  As it was, he was on the downward slide, all of this pain becoming one calcified emotion: hostility.

      He glared at this federal puke and wanted to hit him.  He ached to punch flesh and bone for no other reason than he needed someone to pay for everything wrong in his head.

      “Off the record, no one wanted to investigate this,” Hirsch said.  “No one in Prague wanted to dig too deep into these murders for fear of uncovering sex trafficking rings or, heaven forbid, blood worship or satanic rituals being performed by the protected class.  Prague is all about its reputation.  I’m sure, as a former cop, you understand the elitist gas bags and all the cruel ways they make everyone else suffer for their entertainment, but I also know you see how politics play into the equation.”

      “I haven’t been a cop for years.”

      “But your brain still works that way, doesn’t it Mr. Hargrove?”

      Atlas narrowed his eyes and made his hands into fists.  He felt the heat steal into his eyes, and his nostrils flared like those of a distressed thoroughbred.

      “This is you,” Hirsch said, tapping the photo with a finger.  “We were sent this information, and though we aren’t sure why—except to serve as a cooperative effort—my boss said I need to confirm this with you before I can get back to my normal work.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’m sure you worked with the feds before.  We have caseloads, same as you did, but those caseloads are getting neglected to do this.  With you.  Did you know there’s a serial killer on the loose in Mississippi?  I could be out there saving lives, but instead, I’m in here with you, getting my shit pushed in by some menopausal twat on a power trip.”

      Ignoring the question, he said, “I get it, you don’t like me.”

      He pushed the photo a few more inches Atlas’ way.  “Look closer, Mr. Hargrove.”

      “I don’t need to look at this guy,” Atlas said as he shoved it back.  “I was here in NorCal while he was in Prague.  Case closed, get bent.”

      The office door opened, and a second agent waltzed into Warden Richardson’s office.  The sight of him set Atlas’ danger alert system to Defcon 1.

      “Holy cow, the warden broke your balls in half,” this new agent said with a hearty laugh.

      Atlas looked at him, not at all amused.

      “I’m Special Agent Anders Ellis,” he said.  “And I assume you’re the indelible Mr. Atlas Hargrove.”

      Ellis had a hard-looking face with pockmark scars and the sort of discoloring you get when, as a kid, you suffered years of inflamed acne.  He was a tall man with big hands and an air of superiority for which Atlas didn’t care.

      Hirsch said, “If this is the game of good cop/bad cop, then Ellis is the bad cop.”

      Atlas gave a soft but rancorous chuckle.  “Well, I’m worse than both you cock stains, so if this is a game, do your best.”

      In response to the verbal jabs, Ellis traded looks with Hirsch.

      Was Ellis there to put on the squeeze?  All Atlas had to do was deny everything.  Richardson would have his back, which was why she so gracefully goaded Hirsch into talking about Prague before he had a chance to spring this on Atlas.

      “What are you looking at him for, suit?” Atlas asked, no longer willing to keep his mania at bay.

      His fists were so tight they labored against the restraints.  Ellis positioned himself behind Atlas, trying to intimidate him.  It wasn’t working.

      Hirsch said, “Our facial recognition software doesn’t make mistakes.”

      “Until it does,” Atlas growled.

      “That’s you,” Hirsch insisted.  “The sooner you admit it, the sooner we can get on to more important topics.”

      “Such as?” Atlas asked.

      “Who got you out of here and into Prague,” Hirsch replied.  “I want to know whom you work for and who in this prison assisted you and your employer in getting you out.”

      Atlas started laughing, but the laughter became a thing of its own, almost like the past 3 months of lunacy had rushed forth, making its way from the darkest corners of his psyche into the soft ethers of this unpleasant conversation.  The initial outburst felt short, but then he couldn’t stop laughing.  Had he lost control over his mind and body?

      Tears sprung to his eyes, and his abdominal muscles began to ache, and still, he laughed.  But then he started to cry, and that was when he knew his mind didn’t feel right, that he didn’t feel right.

      Without warning, a big hand grabbed a fistful of his hair and slammed his head sideways into the warden’s desk.  The impact of his ear on the hardwood surface scrambled his eggs, enough to bounce him out of his psychosis and drop his ass firmly into RIGHT NOW.

      A mouth was suddenly so close to his ear he could feel the warmth of the man’s breath upon it.  “Look at that fucking photo,” Ellis hissed.  “That’s you, you bitch.  That’s you, and we’re not leaving this office until you admit it.”

      The big hand pressed his head into the desk, and it freaking hurt.  The fire in his ear was so painful it drove his rage to intense new levels, but he would not give himself up, nor would he do so to his team or the warden.  Doing so would mean serving Dicampli, Richardson, the guards, Leopold, Cira, and everyone else that mattered to these creeps on a silver platter.  That would also make him the ultimate snitch, and he was no snitch.

      “Your breath smells like you’ve been sucking dick all night, Not-So-Special Agent Ellis,” Atlas hissed.  Whatever measures of restraint he had on his anger were quickly shearing loose.  “Those are Hirsch’s balls I’m smelling, aren’t they?”

      “You’re in a lot of trouble, Atlas,” Hirsch said.

      “You’re in trouble,” Atlas said.  “You and Stretch here.  You’re at the wrong place messing with the wrong inmate over a case you got wrong.  Surely you knuckle draggers can see that.”

      The hand holding him down picked up his head and slammed it back down on the desk.  Atlas fired an elbow into the man’s ribs, startling him.  Twisting his frame, he drove another elbow back, aiming higher this time.  He caught Ellis in the sternum, and the hand let go of his head.

      He pushed himself up off the desk, took a punch to the kidney, and fought for air that wasn’t there but he pushed past the pain for a taste of retribution.  He couldn’t get Ellis again, but he was looking right at Hirsch’s stupid face.  He spat at the man, using whatever saliva he could muster as a weapon to blind the man.  The wet loogie caught him in the face and splattered into his perfect hair and eyebrows.

      And then Ellis surprised him again, body-slamming him into the desk so hard that he blacked out.
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      When he regained consciousness, Atlas heard the sounds of yelling.  It was a woman’s voice.  Richardson.

      “I guarantee you he did not assault you for no reason.  Whatever you did to provoke this in our absence won’t happen again, not with Officer Blane here.”  Her fury was palpable.  “You can’t even believe how unprofessional this is!”

      “He assaulted Special Agent Hirsch,” Ellis roared.

      “By spitting on him?”

      “That’s assault.”

      Atlas opened his eyes in time to see Richardson standing up close and in his face.  “If that’s what you pussies call assault, the two of you belong at an all-girls school working yard duty.  Now finish your questions and get the hell out of my prison or I’ll toss your asses out of here and deal with the blowback later!”

      Ellis glared at Blane like he wanted to eat the man’s soul for lunch.  “Put your inmate in a chair or I’m going to do it for you.”

      Blane returned the agent’s aggression with fiery eyes of his own.  “You don’t get to talk to me like that.”

      “Please,” Hirsch said, pacifying the man.

      Ellis didn’t relent.

      Blane walked over to Atlas, grabbed him under the arms, and sat him in the chair.  He smelled the cooked meat on Blane’s breath.  That upsetting odor mixed with the distinct smell of underarm sweat and a weak deodorant was more powerful than smelling salts.

      “You okay?” Blane quietly asked.

      “Yeah,” Atlas replied.

      “It’s time for you two to leave,” Hirsch announced.

      “No,” Richardson replied.  “Blane is staying here.”

      “Blane is not privy to our investigation.”

      “You two clowns can’t be trusted!”

      “You won’t have any more problems from me or Agent Ellis,” Hirsch said in a “hands up, don’t shoot” gesture.

      “You have been warned what will happen if I do,” Richardson said.  “I’m not kidding, Ellis.”

      “We believe you,” Hirsch said.

      Richardson and Blane left the office, and the interrogation was back on.  Atlas wasn’t excited about what was to come but now that they got the pissing contest out of the way…

      “Do you know Leopold Wentworth?” Hirsch asked.

      “No.”

      “Cira Kingsley?”

      “Who is that?” Atlas asked.

      “A former felon now working with Leopold Wentworth.”

      Former felon?

      “I don’t know either of those names.”

      “Yergha Mugheri?” Hirsch asked.  “International criminal, a defector from the Pakistani Army?”

      “No,” Atlas said.

      “What about Estella Baccarin?  Thirty-two years old from El Salvador?  Goes by the name Esty?  Real pretty for a third-world interloper?”

      “I’m tired and now I’m getting pissed,” Atlas said, mean-mugging Ellis.  “I’ve spent the last 3 months in solitary confinement eating almost nothing, sleeping in my shit, and slowly wasting away.  If I would have known that the first thing I’d see when getting out was you flunkies, I would have asked for an extended stay.”

      “You haven’t answered any of our questions,” Ellis barked.

      “I answered all of them.  They just weren’t the answers you wanted or needed to hear to close your case and move on.  The fact that you two suck at your job isn’t my problem.  That’s a factor of bad parenting, low IQ, possibly even inbreeding.  Agent Ellis, did you ever call your sister Mom?  Because you’re the type of kid with bad genetics on account of your dad enjoying your sister a bit too much.”

      “Okay, then,” Hirsch finally said, his hair now losing form.  He stood and adjusted his suit, and then he ran a finger over his eyebrows as if the encounter had somehow kicked them out of place.  “Thank you for your time.”

      “That’s it?” Ellis said, glaring at his partner.

      “That’s it,” Hirsch mumbled.  “We’re all done here.”

      Before Hirsch could open the door, Ellis grabbed Atlas by the shorthairs and twisted hard.  The pain was incredible, but Atlas refused to show pain.  The rogue agent jerked his head sideways, leaned his mouth down to his ear, and said, “I know that’s you in the pictures, you lying prick.”

      “Let go of him!” Hirsch roared.

      Ellis persisted.  “I’m going to find out how you got out of here and I’m going to wage the mother of all wars on everyone involved, and I won’t stop until I tear the guts out of your entire operation.”

      He let go of Atlas’ head with a shove, then slapped the side of his skull so hard it had Atlas sagging sideways.

      “Warden!” Atlas screamed, his voice full of outrage.  Ellis slapped him again for good measure.  “Warden!”

      Atlas’ eyes were fiery hot with the need to snap the restraints and break this motherfucker in two.

      Blane and Richardson burst into the room just as Ellis stepped backward, hands in the air in mock surrender.

      “He hit me!” Atlas shouted.

      Blane moved into the big man’s personal space, his hand on his weapon.

      “Get out of here, both of you!” Richardson said.  “And don’t think I won’t report this to your superiors and the prison board!”

      “We’re going,” Hirsch said, glaring at Ellis like he wanted to kill the man.  “Sorry for any trouble this might have caused.”

      “Get out,” Richardson said again.

      When the feds were gone, Richardson looked at Atlas and said, “What happened?”

      “I may be in prison, but I know my rights, and that Neanderthal doesn’t have the right to beat me around!”

      Richardson looked at Blane and said, “Can you give us a moment?”

      “Will you behave?” Blane asked.

      Atlas was stunned by the question, almost like this was the light switch that turned his crazy off.  “I would never hurt Warden Richardson.”

      “See to it you don’t,” he said as he closed the door.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I was trying to get him to hit me,” Atlas said, confiding in her.  “It worked fine, not that I enjoyed it.”

      She smiled but refused to let her true emotions show.

      “Why did you leave me in the hole for so long?”

      He saw that the question, or perhaps the wounded way he asked it, bothered her.  Did she feel bad for what she’d done?

      “The feds have been scratching around for the last 2 months,” she explained.  “They were asking me about you and Prague, and then they became relentless.  They wanted to interview the guards, the inmates, and anyone and everyone who could help them confirm that you are the person in that picture.”

      “I didn’t realize it would come to this.”

      “That was you in Prague, wasn’t it?” she asked.  “You nailed those dossiers to those people’s heads, right?”  He nodded.  She let out a pained sigh.  “I thought so.  Who were they that you would do something so vile?”

      “They were far worse than any of the animals locked up here.”

      “I’m going to help you get your head right.”  Looking over his diminished frame, she said, “I promised you three good meals a day, separation from gen pop until you’re ready, and time in the yard.  I’ll make good on my promises.”

      “You’re not a normal warden.”

      “I know.”

      “Why are you doing this for me?” he asked.

      “I need you back in fighting shape as soon as possible.”

      “Did you say you wanted me to kill someone for you,” he asked.  “Or was I hallucinating that?”

      “No, that was real.”

      “This guy you want me to kill…did he kill my cellmate?  Did he kill Rory?”  She nodded but without expression.  He shrugged his shoulders.  “Well, Rory was a cop killer anyway, so maybe he saved me a few problems down the line.”

      “This will likely be the only wrinkle I ask you to iron out, Atlas, but there is more to this story than what I’ve told you.”

      “I’m all ears,” he said.

      He was listening but he was also having a hard time focusing.

      “I’ll fill you in on the details once you’re feeling better,” she said.  “You need your strength, your health, and your mental wellbeing to do this.  I can send in a prison shrink if you’d like, to see how you’re doing.”

      “I just need a couple of books to set me straight.”

      “Books?”

      “Reading helps me focus.”

      “Any requests?”

      “Whatever Charles recommends will do just fine,” he said.

      “Charles Leonard?”

      He nodded.  “He’s not dead is he?”

      “No, he’s very much alive.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about you keeping me in the hole for so long, so I may change my mind about how I feel about you when my head is right.  But for now, thank you for trying to make it right.  And thank you for giving me the heads up with the feds.”

      She nodded without an ounce of emotion.  Atlas had the feeling that somewhere inside of that cold exterior, she had a heart, that she cared about him and his well-being, but he wondered if he would ever see that in her.  If she were smart, she would never show that side of herself again.

      Then again, she seemed to have changed.  The way she dressed down those two degenerates was a thing of beauty.  Had she become this aggressive because of what they had done to her, or was it the difficulty of managing unruly prisoners that now had her sanctioning murder?  At this trajectory, if she wasn’t careful, whatever good she had inside of her would slowly fade to nothing.  But for now, despite a few critical faults, she was still human.

      “I have a transitional cell for you,” she said.  “It’ll keep you out of gen pop until you can protect yourself again.”

      “Can I shower first?” he asked.  He felt dirty, disgusting, and he knew he smelled awful.

      “Officer Blane will take you to the showers and then bring you a meal.  I’ve authorized 2 hours of yard time a day.”  She paused, but he didn’t say anything.  She then shifted gears.  “After I leave you, I will be calling Jade.”

      He perked up.  “Jade?”

      “She’s upset at me for not letting you see her and Alabama.”

      “Oh really?” he replied.

      “She’s a firecracker, that one.”

      “Jade is a Russian who grew up in Belarus.”

      Richardson smiled as if that explained everything.  “Polite when she wants to be but mean when she needs to be, right?”

      “Exactly,” Atlas said, a dozen fond memories of his ex-wife surfacing.  “When you saw me last, did I try to hit on you?”

      She blushed, then said, “It seemed like it.”

      “That’s how you know I’m still sane,” he said with a wink.

      She chuckled softly, then she said, “We’re not friends.”

      “Of course not,”

      “I don’t even like you.”

      “Nor do I like you,” he replied.

      “You stink.”

      “And your perfume makes me want to vomit.”

      The two of them shared an easy moment, and then she looked him in the eye and said, “I’m sorry Atlas.”

      “We should never have put you in this position.  I owe you an apology.”

      “I’m a big girl,” Richardson smiled.  Something passed through her eyes but then it disappeared.  It was as if she had an emotion that nearly broke free before being captured and put away.

      He felt something inside of him loosen up—that tension that had gripped him from the moment he returned from Prague.  He didn’t know what was next for him now that Alabama was home, but he was going to have to get himself back in order.  And then, he was going to have to kill someone.

      Based on his interactions with the feds, specifically Agent Ellis, he knew he still had the fight in him.  He also knew he couldn’t just murder this guy who killed Rory.  Atlas needed a more compelling reason.  If he hoped to keep his word with Warden Richardson, she would need to provide him with that reason.

      Before she called Blane, Richardson said, “That BS you pulled in Prague sent a shockwave across the globe.  You had to know that would happen, didn’t you?”

      “That was the point.”

      “You know this is bad optics for me,” she said.

      Darkness crossed over his face, then it was gone.  He took a breath and tried to rein in his focus.  “We saved hundreds of children’s lives that day.  All the kids who won’t get raped, beaten, tortured, sold, and killed.  Their lives mean more to me than yours or mine.  So forgive me for not feeling what you feel.”

      “If you want to keep saving lives, then you have to do what’s good for me, too, Atlas.  I’m still your only way out of this place.”

      Atlas nodded, acknowledging her position.  Leopold promised him there would be more work if he wanted it—which he did—but if Atlas didn’t make good with Richardson, he might never have a way out of NorCal.

      Richardson asked him a question, but he was lost in thought.  He said, “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said, do you still want to be a good inmate?”

      Without hesitation, he said, “I would say yes.  But truthfully, I’ll give what I get.  Not from you or your guards, but everyone else.”

      “If you have to meet with the FBI again, I want you to make this go away,” Richardson said.  “Doing that would be a good start to our arrangement.”

      “I think we already lit that fire,” he replied.  “But if not, I’ll find a way to squash it.  If I can’t do it, then you might need to reach out to Leopold.”

      She stiffened at the mention of his name.

      “Is that going to be a problem?” Atlas asked with raised brows.

      Atlas watched the light fade from the Warden’s eyes.  Kathleen Richardson had just been reduced to cloudy skies and a big frown.

      “Yes,” she grumbled.  “Most definitely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            seven

          

          

      

    

    







            atlas hargrove

          

        

      

    

    
      Officer Blane escorted Atlas to the transitionary cell, which meant walking him down the second-floor cell block in front of everyone.  Fortunately, everyone was locked down.  Unfortunately, the taunts, threats, and disparaging chanting started right away.  The boisterousness followed him to the T-cell.

      What had started as a few guys barking at him had quickly become the entire second-floor cell block, rocking out the “Killer ex-cop!” chant.  There was foot-stomping, hand-clapping, bar banging, and even beat-boxing.  The first floor joined the second floor and soon everyone knew he was out of the hole.

      “Look at how popular you’ve become,” Blane said with a bitter laugh.

      “More like infamous,” Atlas groused.  “Half those guys want to kill me and the other half would love to watch.”

      “You might be the most hated inmate we’ve ever had.”  Blane opened the first and second cell doors.  “Grab your towel and a new set of blues.”

      Atlas walked into the larger cell and found it to be clean but sparse.  Much to his relief, he saw a comfortable bed, clean linens, and a civilized toilet and sink.  Even better, daylight lit the cell from a horizontal window high on the wall.  It was not a window he could break or crawl through, but it was a window to the outside world.  He saw blue skies and trees.  For a second, he fought back the tears.  Wiping his eyes, he was ashamed of his emotional response.  He told himself that it was okay, that he was still alive.  Richardson and the guards had almost broken him in solitary, but they failed and he knew this weakness would fade.

      “Let’s go, Hargrove,” Blane said.

      He cleared his throat and said, “Coming.”

      Whatever reputation he had started to build for himself in NorCal—the legend, the killer, the waking nightmare—seemed to have diminished with time.  There was no killer ex-cop, just a cop who killed a few scumbags and then washed out in solitary.  He was thin, weak, weepy, and so damn vulnerable it made him hateful for the briefest of moments.  Fear for his life was the next reality he must face.

      The second his enemies saw he was walking that razor-blade edge between unhinged and wrecked, they would try to finish the job by stomping him into oblivion.  He was too skinny.  He needed mass, muscle, and good cardio.  But first, he needed a shower.

      He grabbed his clothes and shoes, a bath towel, and a bar of soap, and then he rejoined Officer Blane.  The two of them walked to the showers, both of them trying to ignore the resurgence of the “Killer ex-cop” chant.

      When they got to the showers, Atlas asked Blane, “How long do I have, Boss?”

      “The warden says you can take your time.  When you’re ready, I’ve got clippers, a razor, and shaving cream if you want.”

      “Thanks,” he said.

      Blane offered no reply as he took his position overseeing the otherwise empty showers.

      The hot water felt amazing on his skin.  He needed to soap down twice, but most importantly, he needed to wash his hair and beard.  When he looked down at his skin, at the sallow color of it, and how his ribs and hip bones were sticking out, he could not believe what he was seeing.  How had he wasted away this badly?  And how long was it going to take for him to get back to normal, let alone get himself into fighting shape?

      When he finished with his shower, he felt worlds better.  At the sink, he used the clippers Blane left him to cut his hair, and then he trimmed his beard until his face was nothing but a five o’clock shadow.  He rubbed his clean face, smiled for a moment, then used the disposable razor to shave the stubble on his neck.  When he had finished, he said, “I’m all set, Officer Blane.”

      Blane returned Atlas to his transitionary cell where a hearty meal awaited him.  He sat down and dug into what was some damn good food.  Tears boiled in his eyes, not just because of the nourishment or the soft bed or even the sunlight, but that he was no longer in solitary confinement.

      When he finished eating, he lay down on his bed and stretched out.  He felt every bruise, every ache, and every atrophied muscle courtesy of the hole.  But the bed wasn’t comfortable.  No, that’s not right.  He was the problem.  He stood and stretched, feeling the shifting and popping of his spine trying to realign.  He rolled his neck then let out an audible sigh.  Feeling much better, he lay back down and found sleep quickly.

      He was awakened a few hours later to a guard he didn’t know telling him it was his time in the yard.

      There were two doors to his cell, both of them shutting out the noise of the outside world.  Where he had a single set of bars in his old cell, the transitionary cell had steel doors with Plexiglas windows and an intercom system.

      “Let’s go, Hargrove,” the guard said through the door’s built-in intercom.

      He sat up, rubbed his eyes, and yawned.

      The first door opened, and the guard stepped inside.  There was now only one door between them.  Atlas sat up, yawned again, then stood and shuffled to the door.

      “Hands,” the guard said.

      He turned around and offered his wrists through the slot.  When the guard had his wrists sufficiently bound, Atlas turned and faced the man.  The new guy was just a hair over 6 feet tall with broad shoulders, a square jaw, and eyes that were lacking in compassion.

      The guard opened the door and said, “Let’s go.”

      “Who are you?” Atlas asked.

      “What matters is that I know who you are,” the guard said.  “That’s all that’s important.”  He gave Atlas a light shove in the back, which got him stumbling forward.

      Atlas regained his balance.  “Who are you, for real?”

      “Shut up,” the guard said in a no-nonsense tone of voice.  He grabbed Atlas’ arm in a vise-like grip and walked him to the yard.  “All you need to know is that if you fall out of line, I’ll break your ass in two and shove it back in line.”

      The white noise of guys chanting at him in their cells grew to full swing again, but this time the energy was less vigorous than before.

      “Where’d you transfer from?” Atlas pressed.

      “I said to shut up.”

      “You can tell me to do a lot of things, and I’ll comply just fine, but there’s no need for such poor manners.”

      The guard said nothing.

      “I bet no one here likes you,” Atlas grumbled.

      The guard answered with a rancorous laugh.  “They like me just fine, but not you.  From what I hear, not one soul in this miserable, godforsaken hellhole even gives half a damn about you.”

      “And here I thought we could get off on the right foot.  But if you want to be a belligerent lunk who doesn’t know his name, so be it.”

      “I know my name,” he said.

      “Asshole says what?” Atlas mumbled.

      “What?”

      Atlas glanced over his shoulder with a humorous gaze.  “Your name is asshole?”

      “See there?” the guard growled, pressing a knuckle in the base of Atlas’ spine for compliance.  “I can already tell we won’t be getting along.”

      “This is on you, screw.”

      When he arrived at the yard, Atlas turned his face up to the sun, felt its warmth on his skin, then offered the guard his hands.

      “Even though it’s just you and me,” the new guard said, grabbing his wrists, “there are two armed guards at their towers with clearance to shoot.”

      “I’m not looking for reasons to go back into the hole, new guy,” he said, thrilled to be outside for the first time in months.

      The guard removed the restraints.  Atlas rubbed his hands and looked into the yard.  He saw several weight benches, a few dozen dumbbells on racks, two basketball courts, and two rows of metal bleachers.  He was about to head to the weight bench when the guard gave him another shove.

      Atlas turned and sized up the man.  “After 3 months in utter darkness and isolation, this is the most compliant I will ever be.  Keep pushing me and all that will change.”

      The guard drew a deep breath then let it out slowly, a response that flared his nostrils and lifted his cheeks.  It was an ugly look on an ugly man.

      “Just go enjoy playtime, you bitch.”

      Atlas picked up a pea-sized nugget of gravel and flicked it at the guard.  It bounced off his cheek, which had him bristling.

      “That’s assault,” he growled, taking a threatening step toward him.

      “You call me a bitch again and I’m going to show you what an assault feels like.  But if you file a formal complaint about pea gravel, you’ll be known as the biggest bitch of all.”

      The guard shook his head before saying, “They told me you were a hard ass.”

      “And I’ll tell them you’re a dumbass.  Now shut your mouth and let me enjoy the day you no-neck, fat stack of dick meat.”

      The guard lunged at him, pushing him so hard in the chest that he fell backward into the dirt.  Atlas looked up at the man who stood over him with his baton ready for forced compliance.

      Atlas stood, showing no expression.  He held the man’s eyes the entire time.  Even when he brushed himself off, he stared deep into the guard’s soul, the threat less than subtle.  He had a dozen awful things to say to this knuckle-dragger, but he was outside for the first time in months and he didn’t want to squander that gift.  He felt the embers of outrage cooling.  The guard outweighed him by a good fifty pounds, which, at this weight, was dangerous.  He wouldn’t do anything today, but one day, when this guy wasn’t expecting it…

      Atlas turned and walked to the nearest bench, fully prepared to take his anger out on the weights.

      “That’s what I thought,” he heard the guard say.

      Halfway through his fourth set of bench presses, a wiry-looking white guy strutted out into the yard.  Two guards had escorted him there, which was no surprise considering his look.  He carried himself with an air of superiority even though he was 5’8” and maybe 180 pounds, tops.  The animalistic look on his face, though…he walked like he had something to prove.  Atlas sat up and looked at the man.

      Was he fronting for Atlas’ sake?  He had to be.  Guys his size puffed out their chests, squeezed their hands into fists, and mean-mugged the alpha males hoping guys would either leave them alone or pick a fight.  He didn’t know about this guy.  Glancing up, he eyed the elevated guard posts.  Both guards held scoped rifles.  Both had eyes on the new guy.

      Atlas went back to lifting.

      “Mind if I work in a few sets with you?” the guy said, suddenly standing over the top of him.

      He had a slight German accent, one that was faint but recognizable.  There were tattoos up the side of his face and three teardrops tattooed under his left eye.  He could be any scumbag in any prison in the world, that’s how cliché he looked.  But there was something about this dude that rubbed him the wrong way.

      “There are four other benches there,” Atlas said, pushing out the last few reps.  He racked the weight, sat up, and turned around.

      “I’ve been in solitary confinement for the last month,” the new guy said.  “I’m kind of tired of doing things alone.”

      “I hear that,” Atlas said, ceding the bench.

      The guy lay down, set his feet, then grabbed the Olympic bar and gave the weight a lift.  He started pushing out reps like they were nothing.  Once he racked the weight, he stood and jumped up and down a couple of times as if he was loosening up his body.

      Atlas paid attention to the sinewy arms, the ripples of muscle, the lean frame, and the sharp scarred knuckles.  This guy was a fighter.  No, Atlas thought as he added twenty more pounds to the bar, this guy is a brawler.

      “What’s your name?” Atlas asked from under the weight.  He positioned his hands on the bar, gearing up for a fifth set.

      “Willy Kortner,” he said.  “You?”

      “Oprah Winfrey.”

      Kortner laughed and said, “So, it’s gonna be like that?”

      Atlas pushed out ten reps then stood and rolled his shoulders.  Kortner added ten pounds to the bar then did a set of eight reps.

      “Atlas Hargrove,” Kortner said.  “That’s your real name, isn’t it?”

      “You got me,” Atlas said, stacking another twenty pounds on the bar.  He lay down on the bench and said, “Gonna need a spot on this, Kortner.  My arms are jelly right now.”

      “How long were you in the hole?”

      “Three months.”

      “No wonder you’re having a hard time with the weight.”

      Atlas lifted the weight and it was indeed heavy.  It was only 225 pounds but it felt more like 300 pounds.  He felt himself getting pissed off.  He used to warm up on this weight, but now he struggled with the reps?  Grinding his molars, the blood rushing to his face, he felt his eyes bulging.

      He did six reps and knew he should stop.  He pushed out a seventh and barely got that up.  But he couldn’t end the set on an odd number, so he went for an eighth rep and that’s when he got stuck.

      Kortner gripped the bar but barely lifted it.

      “They tell me you’re the big swinging dick here,” Kortner said as he positioned himself over Atlas.

      He suddenly realized the predicament.  What a fool he had been!  Digging deep into his reserves, determined to rack the bar, he gave it one last burst of energy.

      “Look at you, thinking you’ve got this,” Kortner sneered.  “You don’t have shit.”

      Atlas pushed even harder, his arms visibly shaking, but Kortner kept the bar from moving.  Then he inched forward and lowered his crotch into Atlas’ face.  This lit a fuse in Atlas, but he had screwed himself.  And now Kortner had the dominant position.  The weight bar began to drop, and that’s when Kortner lifted the bar onto the rack.

      Atlas shot off the bench, was in Kortner’s face in a flash, then gave him a solid shove that didn’t seem to have much effect.

      Kortner started to laugh and then he said, “I haven’t showered yet.  Not after 30 days in the hole.  For some reason, they wanted me out here.”

      “You pull that crap again, and I’m going to rip off your baby nuts with my bare hands,” he growled.

      Atlas’ no-name guard charged them both in no time flat, his hand on his weapon.

      “If you two morons can’t play nice, then pick out different benches and stay away from each other!”

      “I was just letting Atlas fall in love with my ball sack,” Kortner laughed.  He grabbed himself and gave a squeeze.  “It’s like chic-lit for queers.”

      Atlas thought of spitting on the man, but the truth was, he wanted to finish his workout.  He needed to finish the workout.  Still, his eyes were blazing, and he wanted to tear out this guy’s throat.

      “Take a few laps around the yard, Hargrove,” the new guard said.  Atlas didn’t move.  “NOW!”

      Atlas spat at the inmate’s feet then took off for a jog.  He didn’t have much stamina left, but he did eke out ten laps before he gave up and returned to the bench.

      “They say you aren’t supposed to lift hard after you’ve been gone for a while,” Kortner called out from the nearest bench.  “But you lifted hard.  And you ran what, ten laps?”

      “Piss off,” Atlas mumbled.

      “I could beat you to death right now,” Kortner replied.  “Then, when I walk back into gen pop, they’d chant my name instead of yours.”

      “No one will ever chant your name.”

      Atlas struggled to finish his workout.  He knew he had to be level-headed or he would run the risk of injury or death.  In the middle of his last set of bicep curls, Kortner was summoned.

      “Time’s up, Kortner!” one of his two guards shouted.

      Kortner racked his weights then headed toward the guard.  When he walked by Atlas, which was way too close, he pulled down his pants and slapped his balls while making sharp kissing noises.

      Atlas dropped the dumbbell and flung a loose five-pound weight at him like it was a Frisbee.  Kortner ducked at the last minute, but the weight skipped off the top of the German’s head, wobbling him.  It took him only a moment to recover.  When he did, he charged Atlas.  Atlas flung another weight at him, this one headed right for the baby maker.  Kortner lifted a knee and turned.  The weight drilled him in his hip, causing him to hop back in pain.

      Shards of asphalt suddenly blasted Atlas’ shin, followed by the instant crack of gunfire.  He and Kortner looked up at the guards.  They had rifles trained on them.

      “Keep your pussy to yourself,” Atlas barked.

      “I’m gonna choke you to death with it, copper,” the German said as he favored his injured hip.  A little trickle of blood made a red line down the side of his face.

      “Kortner, NOW!” the guard barked.

      “Coming!”

      Atlas watched the scumbag head inside and then he finished his workout.  After that, he asked the guard if he had time to run a few more laps.  The guard nodded.  Atlas took off, trying to find his wind, trying to find that runner’s high.  All that happened was he ended up feeling weak and gasping for breath.

      He had lost so much weight and stamina that it was messing with his mind.  He had good genes, though.  Inside of a month, he’d be back where he left off.  The only problem was that he didn’t have a month.

      When he returned to his cell, he found two books sitting on his bed.  The books were likely not part of the prison library.  Had Charles somehow had them smuggled in?  Atlas thought of his friend and felt himself smile.

      The first book Charles left for him was The Prince by Niccolò Machiavelli.  The second was The Art of War by Sun Tzu.  Had Charles known he would want to read books of this caliber after such a rough stint in the hole?

      Why not something lighter, something more…calming?  Because he knows you, the voice in his head said.

      Atlas Hargrove had become a man of war in prison.  Survival was a concern, but to survive, one must know the minds of others and be able to bend and twist them to serve your purpose.  Atlas sat down and opened The Prince, then he sat back on his bed and started to read.

      Inscribed on the first page of the book were two of Machiavelli’s most famous quotes: “It is a common fault not to anticipate storms when the sea is calm.”

      “No kidding,” Atlas said to himself.

      Below the first quote was a second: “There is no avoiding war, it can only be postponed to the advantage of your enemy.”

      “The seas are calm for now, but storms are coming,” Atlas muttered through gritted teeth. “Storms of suffering and death, and so much blood.”

      The dormant animal stirred inside of him, steadily waking up and preparing for war.

      “Give me a little time, Warden.  I just need time.”

      With the firm mental acknowledgment that he would be a stronger, meaner, more adept Atlas Hargrove, he felt that harsh electric edge of agitation softening.  He had not lost his wits.  He hadn’t gone crazy.  And though his mind wasn’t as sharp as it had once been, he felt like it would get there.  He only hoped someone didn’t try to kill or rape him in the meantime.
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      Eighteen-year-old Brigitte Deyers and her two best friends, Finn and Mia, walked into Köln’s biggest nightclub, a newly-owned and freshly-renovated Bootshaus.  Where, before, the nightclub had been a massive, open warehouse, the back twenty percent had now been built out with a second floor hosting two different VIP lounges.  One lounge was for guests, while the other served as the owner’s private lounge.  Not much was known about the new owner, only that a corporation had bought it, and the manager began renovating immediately.

      Upon completing the makeover and two new lounges, the new owners ran a massive marketing campaign using a handpicked squad of 20-year-old girls.  They dispensed flyers and described the new venue as sexy, seductive, and the best place to meet Köln's hottest young singles.

      Brigitte was dying to go to the club.  Now that it was her birthday, she and her friends were standing in line with their identifications ready.  When the doorman asked for her ID, she handed it over with a chipper grin.  The man flashed his light on her card, scrutinizing it as if he was expecting the ID to be fake.

      “It’s your birthday?” he asked, glancing up at her.

      “Yes,” she said with a cute curtsy.

      He offered her a courtesy smile, then shined the light on her face and said, “Devil is going to love you.”  He handed her ID back to her.  “Have fun, young lady.”

      Brigitte and her friends strolled into the crowded club where the music was rhythmic and crushing, the beat so hypnotic she found herself moving in ways she had never moved before.  Her friends looked back at her, their excitement barely contained.

      Finn and Mia had been a couple for a few months now, and though their fascination for each other had grown out of friendship, neither of them ousted Brigitte or made her feel like she was the third wheel.  It was Finn’s idea to celebrate her birthday at Bootshaus, but only because it was Brigitte’s idea first, and Finn was a good listener.  Of course, Brigitte and Mia had jumped up and down at the idea.

      Now that they were there, the three of them made their way to the dance floor, which was practically the entire building.  Squeezing onto the packed dance floor, the three of them let loose, laughed together, and danced together.

      The DJ was on point, and the accompanying light show took Brigitte to another place where people were dreamy and fun and completely open and not at all like they were in the real world.  Finn slipped her a tab of acid, which dissolved on her tongue.  When the high hit, it trucked in hard.  Suddenly, she was the music, the beat, the rhythm. The colors swam a bit, and the light show had a hallucinogenic quality about it that was bewitching.  And then someone was dancing beside her, a boy who had somehow landed in her orbit.

      “I love your body,” he leaned in and said over the deep house/trance music.

      Brigitte was perspiring, but she didn’t care.  The circle of fabric around her neck, underarms, and lower back had all begun to darken with sweat.

      “Everyone loves my body,” Brigitte said, pushing loose strands of hair out of her face.

      “The way you dance is mesmerizing,” the boy said, the distance between them closing.

      He moved his body in sync with her, keeping up with her from one dance beat to the next, the music a near-seamless transition.  Yet, he never touched her.

      Why is that?

      She tried to get closer to him because he was cute, but he always seemed just out of reach.  Was it the drugs?  Was he gay but pretending to like her for his friends?  She glanced around.  Did this guy even have any friends?  She didn’t see Finn or Mia, but then she spotted them off to the side of the main floor, tucked in soft shadows, making out.

      “Why are you so coy?” she teased the boy, touching his chest.

      He moved away, almost like her hand was hot to the touch.  “You’re Devil’s tonight,” he said.

      “Who is Devil?” she asked, enjoying the sound of that.  Then she remembered the doorman had said something about how Devil was going to love her.  “He seems promising.”

      “He owns the club,” the boy said.  “I work for him.  He said when you’re done dancing, or when your curiosity piques, that I should take you to him.”

      “Let’s go now,” she said, high and free and feeling enchanting enough to meet the new owner of the hottest club in the city.

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her off the dance floor, and when she passed Mia, she said, “I’ll be right back!  I’m going to meet the owner!”

      Mia and Finn were as high as she was, and they barely acknowledged her, that's how into each other they were at that moment.

      She started to hang back, but the boy insisted she go with him.  He took her up an industrial-style staircase and down a plush hallway leading to the back corner of the building.  He knocked on a closed door and looked at her.

      “This is his private lounge,” he said.  “He calls it the Devil’s Lair.”

      A metal slot in the door opened up and Brigitte found herself staring at the good-looking face of a man too beautiful for words.  There was a burst of recognition but then he was gone and she found her mind reaching out to grab his name and she couldn’t quite get there.  When the door opened, this boy of twenty or twenty-two said, “This is a private lounge.”

      “Devil asked for her,” her dance partner said, unmoved by the repudiation.

      Brigitte thought the boy was dreamy, and famous, which immediately made her acutely aware of her appearance.  Her blonde hair was tied up, but messy from dancing and sweating.  She had perspired through her white blouse, which was sheer and displayed a decorative bra, and she wore a royal blue skirt that Mia said would be too short for her mother’s taste if only her mother acted as though she existed.

      Brigitte, like many teens, had an absentee mother.  She was the kind of woman who said, “Don’t get pregnant and don’t steal anything,” like that was the only advice that mattered.  Later, Brigitte’s mother would claim this was a foundational lesson and that something of such importance required rules that needed following.  She didn't like rules, nor did she care for her mother’s lessons.

      She smoothed her skirt and looked down at her stockings.  They were white thigh-highs with frilly lace tops and she wore the kind of shoes that managed to carve that fine line between fashionably seductive and functional.  Her feet were hurting a bit but not to the point where she was hobbling.  Fortunately, the lounge was spacious, and the couches looked comfortable.

      Brigitte strutted into the lounge, feeling amazing.  Her best friend, Mia, had said, “Sexy takes work, but there you are, nailing it.”  She had kissed Brigitte on the mouth, a first for them both, and then she said, “Happy birthday, Brigitte!  My best friend ever!”

      The lounge was deep grays, blond wood, soft blue light, and a sound system that was so smooth she felt like dancing.  There were heavy chandeliers, lamps with thick velvet shades, and bottles of champagne chilling in two different locations.  To her surprise, though, there was not an abundance of people.  She eyed the young couple in the room—an actress she immediately recognized sitting with the boy whose name she could not recall.  Before her mind could lock that final piece of the puzzle together, she glanced toward the back of the club and saw him.  This terrifyingly beautiful man, with dark pools of black for eyes, and an air of comfort about him that one would have if one was the king of everything.  He was sitting on a couch with his arms spread wide, beckoning her without a word, only with a look.  The draw was a force she could not describe.  Then he smiled at her, a devious grin that pulled hard to the left side, making him look sinister as hell.

      Sheer sexual interest propelled her toward him even as the boy who brought her here fell away from her.  When she glanced back, he was gone and, other than Brigitte, only Devil and the young couple remained.

      Devil used a remote control, turning the music down a touch.  His wicked eyes tracked her every movement as if seeing her whet his appetite.  His gaze was hungry, needy, his pure black aura swallowing the light around him.  The closer she got, the more her body went limber with warmth.  It didn’t matter that her strut was too old and far too suggestive for her.  She needed to make that great first impression.

      Brigitte was going to fuck him into a coma.  They met and the charged energy sparked and flowed.

      “I knew I wanted you for a reason,” he purred.  “Sit beside me, tell me everything about yourself.  Leave nothing out.”

      She sat down and said, “I’m eighteen today, and I think you’re my birthday gift.”

      “We must celebrate,” he said, the tenor of his voice carrying a deep baritone weight that washed over her like trailing fingers.

      His coiffed hair was styled to the side with a thick part-line cut into the left side.  Above his eyebrow was a tattooed scrawl of writing, something tall and looping that she couldn’t quite read in the low lights.  Below his left eye was a small tattooed upside-down cross.  From his jawline down, tattoos covered every inch of exposed skin.  If ever a bad boy existed, she had found him and was now in his company.

      “Would you like a Berliner Luft?” he asked.  “My treat considering the day.”

      “Do you have pineapple orange or chocolate?”

      “Both,” he replied.

      She smiled, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then said, “Chocolate makes me horny.”

      “Then, chocolate it is,” he said.

      He made a call and a few moments moment later, two drinks arrived.  The waitress was a lovely woman about Brigitte’s age with gorgeous features and the swollen belly of a pregnant woman.  She looked at Devil with sparkling eyes, but then she turned to Brigitte and her gaze fell flat.

      “Thank you,” Brigitte said.  The raven-haired girl nodded.  Brigitte took one of the two drinks from the server’s tray.  “Are you pregnant?”

      “Five months,” the girl replied in German but with a faint Russian accent.

      “You’re one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever seen,” Brigitte said over the music.

      The waitress smiled, then turned the tray to Devil.  He took his drink with a nod of appreciation.  Brigitte watched her walk across the lounge, heading for the exit.  She had swimmer’s shoulders, a curved waist, and the kind of ass only fit twenty-somethings have.  But those legs!  Brigitte would have killed for calves like that!

      “What shall we toast to?” Devil asked.

      “New friends and interesting times,” she replied.

      They toasted, then they drank, and then a man in the smallest pair of bikini underwear Brigitte had ever seen walked into the lounge, strutting like a bitch straight to a gold pole, mounted floor to ceiling.  As if on cue, the music changed.  The young man grabbed the pole, swung around it, and began to work it like he had done this his entire life.

      “I didn’t see the pole earlier,” Brigitte said.

      She watched the dancer as he moved, his muscles taut, not an ounce of fat on him.  On any other day, he was the kind of guy for whom she would give her soul.

      “Please allow me a moment,” Devil said, getting up.  “But be sure to enjoy the show in my stead.”

      Brigitte smiled but could not help wondering why he was leaving.  Had he lost interest in her?  How had this happened so quickly?  Calm down, she told herself.  Brigitte watched the sexy super freak leave the lounge, but to her dismay, his rejection ached, and she fought back the tears.  This was not how she imagined her birthday going.  Did he or did he not want to be her gift?

      In the corner, the actress and her boyfriend were making out.  He had half her top pulled down and was cupping a small breast.  She looked on with interest, not sure if she should leave or enjoy the show.

      She turned to the man on the pole.  The things he did, how he owned the brass, how he was part of the pole and the brass pole was part of him, left her spellbound.  Perhaps Devil never wanted her in the first place.  What if this dancer was his birthday gift to her?

      But then the door opened, and Devil walked back into the lounge, causing her heart to soar once more.  She could not take her eyes off this, this…creature.  Low, swooping sensations coursed like warm honey through her body.  She nearly collapsed with need.  Instead, she sat up straight, bending her spine toward him, the effect pushing her breasts out as an offering, a signal that he could have her, that he should most definitely take her.

      Like the dancer, Devil was muscular but thinner.  He couldn’t weigh more than 185 pounds, and he wasn’t quite 6 feet tall, but the leather pants were a snug fit, his body was adorned by a full set of tattoos, and that sick seductive smile was damn near perfect.

      Was she scared of him, or had she already surrendered to his will?  That malicious grin cut through her defenses, toying with her sense of well-being.  Devil’s obsidian eyes held her with a rapist’s gaze, devouring her body as he studied her every curve, the swell of her tits, her hips, her crossed legs.  But then it was back to her face.  And that smile.  That half-cocked, shit-eating, soul-swallowing smile!

      “Who are you really?” she managed to ask when he sat beside her.

      He slid a finger under her chin, although it felt more like a talon, and then he tilted her face up to his.

      “Why are you here?” he asked, the question pointed.

      There was a tenor to his voice that both thrilled and terrified her.  His breath was smoky, like aged whisky mixed with cigars, and his skin smelled alive with a hint of expensive cologne and an underlying body odor.  Devil bore the kind of musk scent that made girls like her want to surrender everything to boys like him.  But he was no boy.  He was a man.  No, far more than a man.  He was godlike, a demon, something infinitely worse.

      Yes, her defenses were down.

      No, they were shattered.

      She lifted her eyes to meet his.  Would she become hypnotized by him?  Seduced by his vampire-like trance?  That was when she saw the demons crawling around inside of his irises, irises that were full-black and glowing.

      Her spine arched forward, and the currents of need pulling low in her stomach became a sudden charge of revulsion.  The effect was short-lived, for she was bowled over once more with the desire to be taken, dominated, absolutely, positively wrecked.

      “I…I…I don’t know why I’m here,” she heard herself saying, which was silly because she knew exactly why she was there.  “My friends, my birthday…”

      The thing she felt growing inside of her was temptation clashing with the sudden urge to run, but curiosity got the best of her as she sat beside him, smelling him, her limbs paralyzed long enough to hear what he would say next.  Then his cell phone rang, breaking the spell.

      He let go of her chin and said, “Excuse me.”

      She found she could breathe again but only barely.  Her attention drifted to the pole dancer, but it was Devil who had ultimately claimed her.

      Beside her, into the phone, Devil said, “Yeah.”  Pause.  “You got him?”  Pause, nodding.  “Good.  No problems with Elmar?”  He nodded again, the pause a little longer.  “He counted the money, right?  Because last time he said…good, alright.”  Pause, that grin.  “Take the package to the warehouse, and thank Nina for me.”  Pause, a frown.  “No, not with her.”  Another pause.  “Oh, she told you that?”  A short pause.  “Good, well, please thank her if you see her.  And put him in my stable.”

      Devil ended the call, turned, and smiled at her, and then he looked so deeply into her eyes she felt like he might know her better than she knew herself.  Leaning in softly, he sniffed parts of her body, and then he said, “Stand, you delicious little girl.”

      She stood.

      “Take a small step back.”

      She did.

      Devil looked her up and down, his eyes stopping on her skirt with a knowing look.  “Many a girl has come to me and felt the way you feel right now.”

      He finger-waved her forward.  Brigitte took a half-step toward him.  He reached up and began unbuttoning her blouse.  She lifted her hand to stop him but he took her hand and lowered it to her side.

      “No,” he said, a stern parental stare.

      She wanted to stop him, but she also didn’t.  That was the game.  Devil was halfway down the line of buttons when he stood, pushed her back a few steps, then violently ripped the blouse wide open.  Brigitte lost most of her buttons in this brutish act, the awareness like a blow to the chin.

      A blade was in Devil’s hands faster than Brigitte felt possible, and then he used it to slice open the middle of her bra.  He let go of the blouse, the white fabric barely covering her freed breasts.  She glanced down, horrified.  The cups of her bra drew apart, but the blouse covered enough for her to retain her modesty.  She started to pull her shirt closed, but Devil said, “NO!”

      Begrudgingly, she placed her hands at her sides.  Should she run?  Smile?  Remove her shirt completely?  Slap him?

      What would he like best?

      Devil grinned, revealing canine teeth sharpened to a point.  She blinked a few times.  Was this an illusion?  Was the acid still having an effect?  She felt her chest rising and falling fast, the need to consume him never stronger, her fear climbing to an all-time high.

      Devil used the tip of his knife to push her blouse aside.  Her nipples tightened against the sudden exposure, but Devil’s eyes were pinned to hers, penetrating her every hesitation with that fiendish gaze.

      “I want to give you the world,” he said, his voice hypnotic, a call to her every unspoken desire.  His eyes finally dropped to her breasts, taking in the bare sight of them.  Then, he glanced back up at her, his expression changing, darkening.  “Would you like that?”

      She swallowed hard, sweat gathering along her hairline and in her armpits.  “Is it even yours to give?” she heard herself ask.

      “Do you believe in God?”

      Swallowing, her mouth dry, she was afraid to answer.  But then she said, “Yes.”

      “Then you must believe in the devil.”

      She nodded hesitantly.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Brigitte Deyers.”

      “Nice to meet you, Brigitte.  My name is Devil, and I’m going to alter the very course of your life.”

      She pulled her blouse together, covering herself.  This time he let her.

      Devil then looked down at her blue skirt and said, “Are you wearing any underwear?”

      She wanted to say yes, but that would be a lie.  If she said no, what would Devil do?  Would he cut that off, too?  What would she do if he took off all of her clothes?

      “Judging by your hesitation,” Devil said, seduction riding his every word, “I’m assuming you don’t want me to know that you are not wearing any.”

      Her arms broke out in goosebumps despite the heat building inside of her.  With so much fire radiating beneath her skin, she suffered an unbearable craving, one she could not seem to resolve.

      “It’s okay if you know,” she admitted.

      He ran his finger down her abdomen, tracing a line from her belly button to the hem of her skirt, and then he pulled the fabric off her waist ever so gently.  Leaning forward, he peeked down her skirt.  She followed his gaze, saw her bare pubic mound, and was then racked with a wave of dizziness so powerful she wasn’t sure if she was going to puke or attack him with kisses.

      But there was also an uneasiness forming low in her abdomen, a weighty fear amplified by a rush of sexual energy the likes of which she had never experienced.  She did not know how to feel about the swift and contradicting emotions roiling through her.  She had never had this kind of attention before.  It terrified her, and yet she was inescapably drawn to the danger of it all.

      She could not bear to look into his eyes, so she stared instead at the details of his ink.  Then, her eyes walked down his frame, taking in leather pants that must have cost a fortune.  As much as she enjoyed the show, it was his black designer boots that caught her attention.  They looked like they were made of some sort of imported leather, something she had never seen before.

      She smelled his breath again and wanted it in her mouth.  She wanted to kiss him, to drink from the well of intensity inside of him.

      They say power is the best aphrodisiac.  They are right.

      Suddenly, the knife was out again, a flash of steel that caught her breath.  Devil pulled the skirt’s fabric away from her skin and cut a clean line down the front.

      She grabbed his hands then said, “What are you doing?”

      “Checking for wires,” he said.

      “I don’t have anything down there,” she said to this man destroying the best clothes in her wardrobe.  “You…you saw me there already.”

      He pushed her hands off of his and fixed her with a stare.  “And I will see even more of you in a moment.”

      The young actress and her boyfriend changed seats.  They moved toward them while the music kept the energy high.  One glance and Brigitte saw their eyes were glued to her, watching, enjoying.

      Brigitte had been so lost in the moment that she had completely forgotten about them.  But now that their eyes were feasting upon her, she delighted in the additional thrill.  The equation of personal control was unbalanced, and the heat building inside of her was fast becoming molten lava.  She wanted him before.  But now, she had to have him.

      At that moment, she let go of Devil’s hands and felt her expression change.  She had come into Bootshaus a girl; she would leave here a ravaged woman.

      Devil cut away the rest of her skirt.  The fabric fell to her ankles.  Below the waist, Brigitte wore nothing but stockings and her pumps.  Her state of mind was such that she was not scared of being nude nor was she embarrassed.  She turned again and saw the beautiful boy’s eyes on her.  She had been blessed with good features, ample breasts, a perfect butt, and he was seeing it all.  Better still, her skin was pure, unblemished, not even a mole or freckle to be found.

      “You will carry my child, and then I will buy it from you,” Devil said.  “After that, you can do what you want.  Leave, have another child, be my slave…”

      “How much?” she asked quickly.

      With that, Devil picked her up, walked her to another couch where the lights were so dim it seemed only shadows existed.  There, he lay her down.  Before removing his clothes, he turned to the man on the pole and loudly said, “When you’re done, fetch her a new set of clothes.”

      By now, the actress had her shirt off, and she was letting her man slide in and out of her, over and over again.  Sex was in the air and Brigitte was about to get hers.

      When the pole dancer left and only the couples remained, Devil turned and met Brigitte’s hungry gaze.  His eyes were reflective and venomous, and that grin…that twisted, inhuman grin, sent bolts of fear crashing through her, turning what would have been an illicit night of sex into a moment supercharged with lust.  She felt herself purring, a clear invitation for Devil to take her.  But then he took off his shirt, and she saw the tattoos on his chest.  It was all she could do to stifle a scream.

      He gleefully read the reaction in her eyes.  “These are new,” he grinned, looking at the giant devil tattooed on his chest.  “But they are also a sign of things to come.”

      “You are the devil,” she said, her voice shaky, her legs closing the slightest bit.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice hypnotic.  He lowered his pants and pried her legs back open.  “I already told you that.”

      “I didn’t believe you.”

      “By the end of the night,” he said before setting upon her, “you will.”
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      Kathleen Richardson boarded a Sunday-morning flight headed to the last place she ever thought she would go.  Then again, she was ready for a fight.  After the feds strong-armed their way into her prison, she was pissed off enough to welcome a confrontation.

      Flying in coach, arm-to-arm with strangers, Richardson stabilized her breathing while waiting to taxi onto the runway.  While an irrational part of her mind obsessed over the possibilities of crashing, she also reflected on her conversation with her private investigator the night before.

      William Clack texted her with good news.  She stepped out back and called him right away.  “I found him, Kathleen,” he had said.  “It wasn’t easy because of how well he hid his assets, including his real estate holdings, but I found him.”

      “Message me the address and email me the bill.  Oh, and William, great job.”

      “It’s been a pleasure, Kathleen.”

      Before heading to the airport, she had told her husband she would be gone for the day.  He didn’t ask where she was going or why she chose to spend her Sunday without him.  Instead, he kissed her on the cheek and said, “Have a good time.”  Translation: I don’t care what you do.

      She glanced out on the runway and wondered if this was the right move.  Breathing deeply, releasing a long sigh, she opened her cell phone one last time.  She pulled up the address William sent her.  It’s the right thing to do.  Satisfied, she put her phone in airplane mode and slid it into her purse.  The jumbo jet taxied to the runway as the electronic fasten seatbelt signs illuminated overhead.  She returned her seat to its full upright position and tightened her seatbelt.

      The flight was smooth and uneventful.  Several hours later, the plane touched down right on time.  She caught a cab, gave the driver the address, then sat back and tried not to second-guess herself.  The drive started like any other, but the closer she got to her destination, the more she realized she was most certainly out of her depth.  Each estate she drove past sat on what was easily five acres, and each home looked like a veritable castle.  A sad feeling overtook her as she saw the ornate grounds, wrought-iron gates, and occasional security staff.  As awe-struck as she was, she also knew she would never live like this.

      The cab pulled to a stop before an impressive property.  A guard shack and a large iron gate blocked the driveway, but not the view of the house on the hill.

      “We’re here, ma’am,” the cab driver said.

      From the minute the plane landed, nervousness had set in.  Now, she felt so light-headed she wondered if she was going to pass out.  The cabbie cleared his throat, bringing her back to the moment.  She withdrew a few bills from her purse and paid him.

      “Keep the change,” she said as she got out of the cab.

      The guard was a middle-aged man in uniform with no-nonsense eyes.  “I’m afraid you have the wrong address.”

      “I’m here to see Leopold Wentworth.”

      “You aren’t on the list which means he is not expecting you.”

      “And this is why he’s going to be surprised,” she replied, firm but pleasant.  “Please tell him Kathleen Richardson is here to see him.”

      The guard studied her through narrowed eyes, but then he said, “Wait here, please.”

      While the guard made the call, Kathleen watched the cab drive away.  A moment later, Leopold’s guard opened the gate.

      “Come with me, Mrs. Richardson.  I’ll take you up to the main house.”

      He drove her to the front door in a fancy golf cart.  The guard pulled to a stop in front of a pair of 14-foot-tall front doors.

      “Good luck,” he said.

      “Thanks.”

      She wasn’t sure what that meant, but she proceeded to the front doors and rang the bell anyway.  A moment later, an impeccably-dressed older woman answered the door.  She had bright blue eyes and a congenial smile.

      “I’m here to see Leopold,” Richardson said, feigning confidence but feeling overwhelmed and a bit intimidated.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Richardson,” the woman replied.  “If you will follow me, I’ll take you to Mr. Leopold.”

      They walked through the house, and even though she kept a comfortable pace with the woman, Kathleen found herself slowing to absorb the many design details.  No expense had been spared.  The younger part of her, that envious little girl who dreamed big glittery dreams, wanted to squeal like a schoolgirl.  She wanted to start talking about the floors, the walls, the drapes, the fixtures, the barrel ceiling.

      As enamored as she was with Leopold’s immense wealth, she was also curious about the value of his holdings.  No matter his net worth, he had more money than she would see in this lifetime or the next.

      They walked into a large indoor/outdoor living room complete with twenty-foot ceilings, ostentatious furniture, and floor-to-ceiling pocket doors that were rolled open and tucked into the walls.

      Outside, Leopold seemed to be enjoying a late breakfast with a breathtaking view of the pool and surrounding gardens.  The air smelled like stargazer lilies and jasmine, which elevated her mood, but those feelings waned at the sight of the duplicitous prick sitting before her.  Leopold stood to greet her.  She slapped him in the face so hard he took a step backward.

      Behind her, the woman who had shown Richardson in gasped.  Leopold held up his hand, signaling that he was okay.

      Richardson stood before Leopold, eyes inflamed, breathless as she thought of how this pig had used her.  He had given Cira Kingsley their sex tape to use as blackmail, but only after he had paid private investigators to gather dirt on her and her husband.

      She wanted to hit him again.

      Leopold could have reacted so many ways.  Instead of getting mad, he drew a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I deserved that.”

      “You deserve a lot more than that,” she spat, “but I’m not a violent person.”

      Leopold looked past her and said, “Virginia, will you have Ferdinand bring our guest a plate of fruit?”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, concerned.

      “A cup of coffee as well.”

      Leopold pulled out a chair, motioned for her to sit.  She hesitated before taking a seat.  He sat beside her, paused, then glanced over at her, still stunned.  “Aside from our rather awkward reunion, it’s nice to see you.”

      “I’m impervious to your charm this time around.”

      “You are more beautiful than I remember,” he said, sipping his coffee.  “The fact that you can hit so hard makes you even more attractive to me.”

      Frowning, she shook her head in frustration.  “Spare me the tired lines and overused colloquialisms, Leopold.”

      “It is a sad day when even a genuine compliment draws such ire.”

      “What happened to your face?” she asked.

      He had several light scars on his face, and his teeth looked slightly different.  They were too perfect.  Was this the same man she saw in San Francisco at the prison benefit?  Or had the low lighting played tricks on her?

      Leopold picked up his cell phone, swiped the screen, then tapped a few buttons.  He turned the phone her way, showing her a photo he had taken of himself.  She drew a sharp breath.  His face was bloody, lumpy, bruised, and swollen.  One eye was closed shut, the other filled with blood, and his nose had an unnatural bend to it.  He swiped the screen again.  In this photo, he had pulled his lips back to reveal several broken and missing teeth.

      “My God,” she said, leaning in.  “Is that you?”

      “I had just returned from Prague.  I was trying to locate a child trafficking ring responsible for cutting my client’s 16-year-old daughter into pieces.  Unfortunately, I stumbled upon a drug cartel that was just setting up shop.  They broke my ribs, my fingers, six toes, and they cracked my left eye socket.  Had Atlas and Cira not joined the rest of my team, I would be dead.”

      She sat up and looked into his eyes, disappointed with her soft side that she felt sorry for him.  “I didn’t come here to rehash our past or play show-and-tell with your injuries.”

      “Why did you come here?” he asked, getting to the point.

      “The FBI paid Atlas a visit.”

      Leopold set his coffee down and sat perfectly still.  “When did this happen?”

      “Yesterday afternoon,” she said.  “They’ve been hounding me for weeks.  I held them off until FBI Director Chang intervened on the bureau’s behalf.”

      “What did they want?”

      “Atlas.”

      “Did they take him?” Leopold asked, a slight tick developing under his right eye.

      She shook her head, unblinking.  “They have pictures of Atlas beheading some creep in leather.”

      “The executioner,” Leopold muttered.

      “That actually happened?”

      “That and worse.”

      Ferdinand brought her a plate of fruit and a cup of hot coffee.  He sat the cream and sugar next to her.

      “Thank you,” she replied.  She took a sip of the coffee.  The brew was like nothing she had ever tasted.  “Oh, dear God!”

      “Amazing, right?” Leopold asked with a knowing smile.

      “This is why I hate you.”

      When she looked around at Leopold’s estate, when she considered where she was and what she had done with this man, she could not help but compare his life to the menial life she lived.  At that moment, she not only despised him for his success, she flat-out loathed her husband for all of his failures, the least of which was taking up with a 20-year-old girl.

      “I’m jealous of the way you live.”

      “Most people are.”

      She took another sip of coffee and looked Leopold right in the eyes.  He was one of the most handsome men she had ever met, yet he was confident to the point of being arrogant.

      “Do you always go around seducing women you will later blackmail into getting what you want?”

      “Only when it’s necessary,” he replied without hesitation.

      She wanted to call him every name in the book.  Before launching into a verbal tirade, one he deserved, she calmed herself enough to say, “I’m not going to tell you how disgusting that sounds until I hear an explanation.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “The truth.”

      “When it comes to saving kids, there’s nothing I won’t do,” Leopold said.  “Stealing them, draining their blood, killing them…these things trouble me at a level no words can describe.”

      “So, you’re blaming your big bleeding heart?  Is that your explanation?”

      Leopold’s response was a short, bitter laugh, followed by a harsh reproach.  “You’re a normal person living a normal life, Kathleen.  You have a demanding job, a marriage without trust, and middle-class challenges you can never really get your arms around.  From the safety of your prison, you tip-toe along the edge of darkness, but you will never wade through the sludge of this world as I have done.  With all due respect—and I respect you immensely—what you and most of the world don’t know, what you can’t see, is what allows these monsters to hide and operate in plain sight.”

      “And so the rich guy puts together a group of monster hunters.”

      “Something like that,” he said curtly.

      “Who else is on your team?”

      Waving off the question like either it didn’t matter or it wasn’t any of her business, he said, “We could have had this conversation another way.  Why risk coming here unannounced?  I could have turned you away.”

      “Would you have told me any of this over the phone?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Right,” she said, eating a chunk of pineapple.  “I need you to take me seriously for one minute, Leopold.”

      “None of this is a game to me.”

      “Do you realize the position you put me in with the FBI?” she asked, a surge of panic in her voice.  “If they find out that I let Atlas out without reporting it, I could go to prison.”

      “My actions were inexcusable, and for that, I am deeply sorry.  I should have found a different way.  You’re such a good person that we couldn’t find dirt on you, so with the limited time we had, well, we did the best we could.”

      “Well, congratulations,” she said, sadly.  “I’m an acre of mud now.”

      “Can you ever forgive me?”

      She reminded herself that Leopold Wentworth was a wealthy playboy and an abomination.  He earned his reputation because he was smarter and more cunning than even the most proficient of men.

      “I can’t and I won’t accept your apology,” she said, the matter final.  “There’s no undoing what’s been done and you cannot rebuild what you destroyed in me.  But I do appreciate the explanation.  And I see where you’re coming from.”

      “Do you still hate me?”

      “Would you blame me if I did?” she asked.

      Leopold measured his next words.  “We should spend more time with each other, and see if there is a way through this.”

      She scoffed at the comment.  “You seduced me, filmed me, and then gave digital copies to your girlfriend to use to blackmail me.  I don’t want to spend one more minute with you than is completely necessary.”

      “Cira is not my girlfriend.”

      “Right.”

      “She’s with Atlas.”

      Surprised, she raised a brow, but it didn’t matter.  “Whatever your twisted arrangements, you painted a target on my back.  I need you to fix it.”

      “I will,” he replied without hesitation.

      She ate a few more pieces of fruit, refusing to compliment the meal even though it was delicious.  She wiped her mouth then said, “Did you think you could traipse all over the world murdering high society scumbags and not suffer blowback?”

      He shrugged his shoulders as if the question was moot.

      “From a purely humanitarian perspective, slaughtering these degenerates is not a bad idea, but what you are doing doesn't even come close to legal,” she said.  “There is no room for vigilante justice in a civilized world and you know it.”

      “Yes, there is.”

      “You’re engaging in freelance murder.”  She took a long pause as she absorbed the grandeur of the gardens.  Her eyes returned to his.  Had he even looked away from her?  “Aside from the moral and psychological implications…”

      “We messed up in Prague,” he said, cutting her off.

      “Damn right you did!”

      Her eyes were cold, her tone unforgiving.  Leopold seemed to have lost that charm, and maybe some of his charisma.  Was this the real Leopold Wentworth?

      “I said I’d handle it and I will.”

      “You’re rich enough and slimy enough to find a way out of whatever problems you create for yourself.  But I have neither the means nor the emotional stamina to weather such storms.”

      “That was eloquently said.”

      Miffed, frowning, she continued.  “If the FBI keeps crawling up my ass, I’m afraid I’ll pay the price for your failings.”

      He sat up straight, pushed his empty plate forward, then said, “Why don’t you eat your fruit while I tell you a story.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Leopold.”

      Unmoved by her rebuke, he said, “When you are a nine-digit millionaire, a billionaire, or even a trillionaire and you have everything you want in life, the more trivial delights of life fail to entertain.  That is where sex slaves, child sacrifice, drugs, and blood pleasures come into play.”

      “Did you say blood pleasures?”

      “There is a drug called VK3.  It’s all the rage in Eastern Europe.  VK3 is short for Vampire’s Kiss, version 3.0, which is adrenalized blood mixed with cocaine.”

      She reeled from the statement, horrified.  Could this be true?  “Have you seen this with your own eyes?”

      “My team took down a blood dealer who ran a sex slavery ring out of Ukraine.  They killed kidnappers and sex traffickers in Juarez.  We stopped a major blood supplier and an up-and-coming drug dealer in Prague.”

      “So, first you start a block-chain company then you form a group of misfits and psychopaths to take out society’s reprobates.  Is that about right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “But, why Atlas?”

      “He has an airtight alibi,” he said.

      “Until he doesn’t.”

      Leopold responded, at first, with an uneasy laugh, and then he reached over and pulled a strawberry from her plate.  He popped the fruit in his mouth, discarded the stem.

      “Atlas Hargrove is a rare breed of individual most people will never understand,” he explained.  “There’s something cracked in him, a break that will never heal.  It happened with his daughter’s kidnapping.  The fracture deepened when he lost his wife to an affair.  I saw the animal in him break loose at his sentencing, and I have since seen the lengths to which he will go to protect children.  He’s a rusty blade.  A justified killer.  You can’t tame him, you can’t tether him, and the minute you think you have him under your thumb, the bottom drops out, and you see the feral, bone-crunching, soul-destroying monster he keeps under wraps, and I have to tell you, it’s a thing of absolute beauty.”

      “He’s still a monster to me,” she argued.  “My prison is full of them.”

      “Atlas Hargrove has become a monster hunter.  There is savagery, there is lunacy, and then there is unhinged madness.  When aimed in the right direction, this psychosis becomes an unstoppable force.  So you see, Kathleen, Atlas is not a monster.  He’s an unsullied weapon.”

      “Does he know you’re using him?” she asked.

      He shook his head and said, “Guys like Atlas Hargrove need to hit things, to beat things, to end things.  The complete obliteration of deviants is his outlet, the only way for him to purge all that pent-up rage.  Prison gives him a place to exercise his more primal aggression, but he’s just beating down assholes, which does not fit his moral code.”

      “Which is?”

      “Protect the innocent,” Leopold said as if it were obvious.  “That’s why he became a cop.  That’s also why he was so unapologetic in court.”

      She had seen footage of his sentencing.  It was disturbing.  He had made the six o’clock news on every channel for 3 straight days after that shit show.

      “You can’t take Atlas,” she said.  “Not until things cool off.”

      He stopped breathing, a look that concerned her.  What was he thinking?  Was he trying to intimidate her?  Was he about to come undone?

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I will take him when I need him.”

      “Use the other members of your team,” she said.  “You promised to help fix this problem with the FBI.  Doing so will go a long way toward that end.  When you get these cretins off my back, then you can have your monster back.”

      “Even though Prague went wrong in a lot of ways, we also saved a lot of lives.”  He finished off his coffee, then said, “We were sloppy, inexperienced, and not as tight as we should be for this line of work.  That is my fault.  I’ve never built this kind of team before, which means my assets are spread thin.  None of us have the military experience required to run the more tactically-precise ops, and my entire team is either unfeeling or unavailable, or too busy enjoying life for me to scale this operation.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “I can’t bench Atlas because you have a couple of feds sniffing around.”

      She didn’t want to like him after his betrayal, but she was seeing shades of the man she fell for in San Francisco.  He was a multifaceted creature that both intrigued and scared her.  But she wasn’t stupid.  She wouldn’t fall for him a second time.

      “I can handle them better than you think, Leopold.  But this white-knight game you’re playing with yourself isn’t something you kept between you and your team.  Don’t you see what you’ve done?  You sucked me into your orbit, and you don’t seem to care.”

      “I already told you I’d protect you.”

      “You said what you did to pacify me,” she snapped.  “I don’t want your soft dismissals.  I want assurances.”

      “As corrupt as the world has become, including our government and global corporate institutions, the fate of these children is a beginning, middle, and an end of life bathed in violence and sexual abuse.  If I can do something to stop this madness, I feel obligated to do so.  If I sit around and do nothing, what is the point of all this money?  Is it for me?  For elevating my social standing?  For a host of material possessions that lost their value the day I bought them?  No, this money must serve a purpose.  I need more time, more practical experience, and maybe a bit more testicular fortitude for when things get tough, which they have been and will continue to be.”

      “If I didn’t hate the sight of your stupid face right now,” she said, reinforcing her guard, “and if I wasn’t the warden of the largest supermax prison in America, I might admire you.  Hell, I might even be smitten.”

      “You’re not smitten?” he teased.

      “After what happened in San Francisco,” she said, glaring at him, “I’m not smitten in the slightest.  You’re still a misogynistic son of a bitch in my book.”

      “Some guys would be ashamed of that,” he grinned.  “Other guys would blush.”

      “Touché,” she said.

      “I’m listening to you, Kathleen,” he said.  “I hear you, I do.”

      “Yeah, well, your sensitivity is overwhelming.”

      “Did the FBI ask about me?”

      “I wasn’t in the interrogation,” she said, irritated that he kept changing the subject to deflect the attention off of him.

      “What do you know, Warden?”

      “I know you owe me for the crap you pulled,” she said, her patience lost.  “You compromised my integrity right after you seduced me.”

      “I’m not going to say anything about you being a willing participant in that seduction or how you rocked out more than a few orgasms, but I will take responsibility for what came afterward.  I am sorry for hurting you, Kathleen.  I truly am.”

      “I’m more pissed off than hurt.”

      “What can I do to make up for this gross miscalculation?” he asked, hands open in surrender.

      As she watched him scramble for control, she fought the need to untangle the legal, moral, and emotional mess she had gotten herself into with this man.  She thought she could come here and set it all straight.  Now that she was here, this was becoming too much to consider.  This situation would never be under her control.  She had already lost.

      “Try not to act smug.”

      “But I’m so good at it,” he grinned.

      “You were charming once.  Now you’re just some douchebag I know.”

      “Leave this mundane life you live,” he said, more serious.

      “And do what?”

      “Be with me,” he said with passion.  Leaning forward, he added, “You need to get out of that mess of a relationship you have and live the life you want.  But, more importantly, you need to let your husband do what he wants, which is to be with younger women.  He doesn’t appreciate you, and that’s not fair to either of you.”

      She felt her face burning at the naked proclamations.  He had no right!  “I’m not your play toy, Leopold.  I’m not something you can have and then toss aside when you’ve lost interest.”

      “I am your solution, Kathleen,” he reasoned.

      “Were you planning on sleeping with me before you met me in San Francisco?”

      “Yes,” he answered honestly.

      She stood and said, “You’re a waste of my time.”

      “Sit down,” he said.

      “I’m leaving.”

      The two of them stared at each other, neither blinking.   Leopold was the first to speak, making him the first loser in her book.

      “Would you like me to order you an Uber?”

      She laughed at the suggestion, her mood overly cynical.  “If you ever want anything from me again, my cooperation or otherwise, then you will drive me to the airport rather than order me an Uber as if I’m a one-night stand.”

      “I’ll have my driver take you.”  He went inside the house, leaving her alone.  When he returned a few minutes later, Leopold said, “Ethan is pulling the car around now.  Virginia will show you out.”

      “You’re acting like a sullen child,” she said.

      “It feels like it,” he replied, cold.

      Virginia suddenly appeared, clearing her throat.  “Are you ready, Mrs. Richardson?  Ethan is waiting.”

      “Yes,” she replied, refusing to give Leopold a proper goodbye.
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      Just as Richardson had promised, Atlas was allowed three solid meals and 2 hours of exercise in the yard each day.  He was eating more than normal, drinking plenty of water, and sleeping well, save for the nightmares.  He worked out with weights the first hour in the yard, and then he ran the perimeter on the second hour of exercise.  Occasionally, he saw another inmate, but they were usually passing each other in overlapping shifts, and it was never a problem beyond a bit of mean-mugging and shit-talking.

      In his temporary cell, he was working on punching, kicking, knee strikes, and elbow strikes.  He did handstand push-ups, burpees, sit-ups, and planks.  To get fresh for the constant danger of gen pop, he shadow-boxed his way out of dozens of imagined attacks.  He did this by visualizing potential fight-starters, appropriate counter-attacks, and fight-ending strikes.

      Atlas Hargrove was no longer a man working to right his mind; he was a savage who had gotten his mind back and was now preparing for war.

      In the last 5 days, his body bounced back faster than he thought.  He was still twenty-five pounds lighter than he wanted to be and his stamina was at about fifty percent, but he was improving daily.  Unfortunately, his mental state wasn’t right.  It was the nightmares, the flashbacks of violence, and the slow march back to sanity.

      He had just finished a 10-minute session of shadow-fighting when Officer Blane and the warden showed up.

      “Do you have a few minutes?” Richardson asked through the intercom.

      “I have all the time in the world,” Atlas replied.  Blane hung back, his eyes scanning the length of the cellblock.  The warden had asked for privacy.

      “How are you feeling?” Richardson asked, her voice sounding slightly robotic through the small speaker.  She appeared pleasant, a side of her that Atlas had not seen before.

      “Better, I guess,” he answered.  “I appreciate you keeping your word with me about the food, the yard time, and the cell.”

      “It’s the least I could do for leaving you in the hole for so long.  Whether you believe it or not, I didn’t want that.”

      This was a point of contention Atlas might never let go of, but over the last few days, he tried putting himself in her position and wondered if he would have done differently.  Richardson was complicit in him being let out of prison, a fact she was desperately hiding from the feds.  The pressure was now on her to prove Atlas’ alibi, which should hold.  The photo, however, was a problem.  One of the thousand-plus pedophiles in the red room in Prague must have recorded him beheading the executioner and threatening to kill them all.

      “How long have the feds been trying to see me?” he asked.

      “Six weeks,” she replied.

      He nodded, understanding.  Now it all made sense.

      He spoke in a voice he wasn’t sure she could hear.  This was not a purposeful tack.  It was merely a reaction to the darkness that pulled him so far down inside himself he wondered if he would ever return.  “I almost went crazy in there,” he said.

      “I was worried about your mental state.  It seems you’re doing better, though.  How long until you’re ready for gen pop?”

      “No foreplay, Warden?” he asked, eying her through the security glass.

      A sad, knowing grin cracked loose, something only Atlas could see.  “Not today, Hargrove.  What about gen pop?”

      “I need another week if that’s possible.”

      He didn’t want to make demands and start a pissing contest between them.  She was in charge of every aspect of his life and he understood this.  All he wanted was every opportunity to get back to normal.  If someone tried to kill him, he needed to be able to defend himself.  Beyond that, he had his life to live and his reputation to further.

      “Four days,” she said as if she had already made that decision.  “I’m starting to get some serious pushback from the guards.  They think this is a country club for you.  I would feel the same in their position.”

      “It’s anything but,” he replied.

      Richardson opened the first security door, stepped inside, then closed it behind her.  It locked into place.  Standing before the second door, she glanced back at Blane—who was preoccupied—and then she looked at Atlas and pressed the intercom button.

      “You need to keep packing meat on those bones,” she said.  “Stay the course and get ready for the week ahead.”

      “What’s with the clandestine behavior?”

      “You need to watch your back.  But you might also need to protect yourself against some of these guards.”

      “Blane?” he asked.

      She shook her head but she didn’t look certain.

      “You sure he’s okay?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly.  “I’m new here and not everyone has warmed to me or my style of leadership.”

      “This guy you need me to take care of…”

      “He’s not going away, he’s not calming down, and he needs to be dealt with,” she said with restrained vigor.  “Permanently.”

      Her change in demeanor was instantaneous, almost like a dark shroud falling over her face.  The way Richardson turned on a dime was startling.  She never got her hands dirty before, but they had forced her to abandon her morals.  Now, she was calling the shots.  It was her show.

      “I know you said 4 days, but can you buy me a week?” he asked.  “I gave you my word and I intend to honor it, but this could go south if I don’t have my strength.”

      “Four days, Atlas.  You’ll understand why, and trust me, it will be okay for you.”

      “How bad is this guy?” he asked.  There was something here he didn’t understand.  What was she keeping from him?

      “I think he’s here to spy on us,” she whispered into the intercom.

      That answers the question.

      “By whom?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.  Not anyone in this country.  All I know is that whatever pile of crap you stepped in, you’re tracking it all over my prison.”

      “In a hundred years, I couldn’t make the connection,” he said.

      “How many people saw you behead that creep?”

      Then it hit him again.  How could he be so stupid?  God, his brain still felt stuffed to the brim with cotton.  “Thirteen- or fourteen-hundred blood-thirsty perverts.”

      Her face dropped, the shroud darkening.  “Why weren’t you more careful?”

      “I was thinking of the kids,” he admitted.  “I was hoping that I could scare them into leaving the kids alone.”

      “Yeah, well, now this asshole is using my prison as his chessboard.  And unfortunately, this gloating prick is attracting a lot of attention.”

      “How so?” Atlas asked.

      “He’s telling everyone he’s the guy who’s going to kill you.  Had you not been the most hated inmate in this prison, had you not been the killer ex-cop, people would have put this guy in his place long ago.  But now, I think they’re cheering him on.  They want you dead.”

      “Can’t you just stuff his ass in solitary?”

      “After he killed your cellmate, I did.  I won’t keep him in there, though, because you can’t get to him there.”  She had thought this through.  “I put him in the hole for a month, just to even the odds.  I can’t justify a longer punishment without running the risk of one of the guards filing an ‘unreasonable treatment’ complaint.”

      Rory was a gigantic guy, a cop-killing con with the nickname Andre the Giant.  “What did this asshole use as a weapon against Rory?”

      “He beat him to death with his bare hands.”

      Atlas scoffed, but he stopped laughing when he saw the look on Richardson’s face.  She wasn’t kidding.

      “How big is he?”

      “A little smaller than you,” she said.  “But I watched the video.  He sucker-punched Rory and then he went for the vitals.  Eyes, nose, throat, balls.  The same as you do.  Rory didn’t go down without a fight but without eyes, he couldn’t see.”

      “He blinded Rory?” Atlas asked.

      She nodded.  “He kicked out Rory’s knees, finger-stabbed his eyes, then punched him in the throat until he was dead.  My guards broke through the circle of inmates, but by then, it was too late.”

      “You’ve got dirty guards,” Atlas said.

      “No kidding.”

      “You can’t let that stand.”

      “I’ve already started an internal investigation.”

      “Dicampli was compromised,” Atlas said.  “We weren’t friends, and his guards weren’t Atlas Hargrove fans.”

      “I know,” she said.  “One thing at a time, right?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Just get this pestilence out of my hair.”

      “The second I put him down, if that’s the outcome, this will trigger something worse for us both.”

      “That’s my suspicion.  My bigger fear.  What other choice have I got?”

      “Have Cira or Leopold asked for me?”

      She shook her head.  “I saw Leopold the other day,” she said, although she didn’t appear pleased by the admission.

      “How is he doing?  He was pretty banged-up in Prague.”

      “Disjointed.  Searching for purpose, I think.  He’s still Leopold, to a degree, but he’s not the same guy he was 3 months ago.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, walking to the Plexiglas window between them.

      “There’s a lot of heat on us both now.  This whole mess could also unravel for your friends.  I’m not sure if that was what was bothering him or if he’s struggling with what happened to him.”

      “It was bad.  They brutally beat him for days.”

      “He showed me pictures.”

      That spark of anxiety lit a bonfire of need inside him.  Atlas put his palm on the steel door, his heart racing.  “I need to get the hell out of here,” he seethed.  He shouldn’t be stuck in there when he could be out there doing so much good for the world.

      “You will never get out of this place for good, Hargrove,” she said, her expression changing once more.  “You need to know that.  It has to be crystal clear.”

      Atlas withdrew his hand, stepped backward, lifted his chin in complete refusal.  “Never say never, Kathleen.”

      “You escaping this place would be a death sentence to my career.  You know that, right?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “If they knew everything,” she continued, “if any of these new guards turned on me or knew I let you out, I would likely go to prison.”

      “That won’t happen.”

      Her energy went cold.  Ice cold.  “I’ll bury every single one of you before that happens.”

      “Have Jade or Alabama tried to see me?”

      “Quit changing the subject.”

      “Did they try to see me?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “And?”

      “I said that as soon as you were out of solitary, I would make arrangements for them to see you.”

      “When can I see them?” he asked.

      “When you’re done doing what needs to be done.  You do for me, Atlas, I do for you.  That’s how that works.”

      “We already agreed on this.”

      “I don’t like you, but Leopold and that psychopathic blonde nightmare girlfriend of yours bound us together.”

      He frowned at first, and then he relaxed.  Did he expect this woman whom Leopold had manipulated to make his life easy now that he was out of the hole?  Of course not, he told himself.  Richardson was like every other cocksucker in this place: self-serving.

      “The second I do this guy, I want you to call Jade.  If there’s retaliation for the murder, it will come quickly.”

      “It’ll be fine,” she said dispassionately.

      “If it isn’t, I want to have seen my family,” he said.  “If you give me this—if you make me that promise—then you’ll get the best out of me.”

      “You have my word.”

      “They are my only reason for living.”

      “You’ve proven that with everything you’ve done for Alabama,” she said.  “They feel the same about you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jade calls me every week,” she admitted.  “When she’s not calling, she has Alabama call.  The two of them are unrelenting.  I like them, but they’re getting under my skin.”

      That made him smile.

      “You and I are in a world of trouble here,” she said.  “There’s nothing to smile about.”

      “I’m not in trouble.  You are.”

      “We both are.”

      “If what we have been doing comes out, what are they going to do to me, Warden?  Give me a fourth life sentence?  Reinstate the death penalty?  Death would be a blessing at this point.”

      “Don’t hang me out to dry,” she said, her cheeks on fire.

      “There’s a point in a person’s life where everything that could go bad has already gone bad.  I hit that point a while back.  I lost everything, Kathleen.  The only thing I thought about, day and night, was finding Alabama and getting her back.  My life’s mission has been fulfilled.  She’s safe and sound.  She’s home.  Now that I’ve done that, if you tell me I will never get out of this place, there isn’t much left to live for then, is there?”

      “You have your family,” she replied.  “They love you enough to push this hard to see you.”

      “One day that will end.  When Alabama gets a boyfriend or goes off to college, I won’t see her very often.  The more Jade and Rocco’s relationship deepens, the more I will be the thing that keeps them from growing together.  My life is a slow train heading over a cliff.  If my family doesn’t stop seeing me first, it’s only a matter of time before one of these guys shanks me.  I’m under no illusion here.  I’ve accepted my fate.”

      Her expression soured; his sad smile persisted.  Was Richardson thinking about his situation or her fate?  If she was self-serving, she would prove it any minute.

      “If you try to screw me on this, I’ll let you rot in the hole if I don’t have you killed first,” she said.  “It wouldn’t be hard to commission that kind of a hit in a place like this.”

      Self-serving.

      “I’d do the same thing,” he said, unmoved by her threats but no longer smiling.

      She was scared, but he wasn’t going to burn her.  He understood from his time with Dicampli that a relationship as screwy and irrational as this one required both finesse and trust.

      “I understand you’re pumping iron as if your life depends on it,” Richardson said, taking a step closer to the Plexiglas.

      “You need to get a hold of your emotions,” he said.  “I know you did a lot of things right to get to this point in your career, but you had best put this worry away or you’re going to tip your hand.  At the very least, you’ll show your weakness.”

      “I’m not weak,” she snapped.

      “There it is.”

      She held her tongue, her face becoming an even deeper shade of red.  If she was smart, and he knew she was, then she would realize that he was right and that he was looking out for her.  If she didn’t see it now, hopefully, she would realize this before it was too late.

      “What you do with those weights may mean the difference between you living and dying,” she finally said, as if finished with the conversation.  “Do you understand what I’m telling you?  What you do with the weights matters.”

      “The yard isn’t safe,” he said.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Are you trying to slow-roll this thing or accelerate it, Warden?” he asked, suddenly worried.

      “There are conflicting interests at work here.  I will try to steer things in your favor as best I can, but there may be others with a different agenda.  I told you this.  Take it to heart, Atlas.”

      He nodded, and he looked calm, but after what she just insinuated, his stomach was now lodged in his throat.
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      People were planning to kill him, which was nothing new if he was in another country and on the hunt.  But now that he was being hunted in a confined space—and now that it was becoming a spectacle, according to Blane—Atlas wasn’t so keen on the idea of being rushed back to gen pop.  He thought he had more time, but if Richardson was right: he could be attacked at any minute, and the attack could come from anywhere.

      “You ready for the yard?” Blane asked, suddenly at the outermost door of his cell.

      “Yeah,” he said reluctantly.

      Blane secured Atlas’ wrists then walked him down the block.  His eyes were forward, but his peripheral vision was active.  He watched the other inmates for unusual activity, but he also tried to suppress that spiraling sense of paranoia.  An attack could come from anywhere.  Where were those possible points of attack?

      A few of the inmates hurled curses his way, leveled him with empty threats, promised any number of sexual violations.  That was par for the course, nothing extraordinary.

      But the second Blane walked him into the yard Atlas saw that same ropey, dick-flashing, motherfucker from a week ago.

      Willy Kortner.

      Atlas turned and said, “What’s he doing out here?”

      Blane shrugged his shoulders and acted like he didn’t care, as if it wasn’t his job to smooth out every one of Atlas’ ruffled feathers.

      Kortner was sitting on the nearest weight bench cranking out high-volume, low-weight curls.  The last time Atlas and this turd locked horns, Kortner tried to intimidate him.  If this proved to be the guy sent to kill him, he would have already tried.  This guy wasn’t a killer.  He was just a freaking nuisance.

      Blane removed Atlas’ restraints.  He rubbed his wrists, then strolled out into the yard like a boss.  Keeping his wits about him, checking his surroundings, he glanced back and saw only one armed guard standing at his second-floor post.

      And Blane?  He was on his two-way, talking to someone but looking in the other direction.

      Okay…

      Atlas analyzed the situation, trying to measure the threat.  One guard, one shooter, two assholes in the yard: him and Kortner.  Were the guards even taking Kortner seriously?  Or was this why Richardson visited him today?  Was she warning him?

      Is this…?

      Willy saw Atlas and smiled.  The German dropped his dumbbells, stood up, and said, “Brother, I owe you an apology.  I was a dick the other day and I shouldn’t have been.”

      “No one apologizes in prison,” Atlas said as he walked past the smaller man.

      Atlas picked a weight bench, grabbed the largest plates, and started sliding them on the bar.  Two forty-fives and two twenty-five-pound plates for 185 pounds total.

      “Okay, I’m not sorry,” Kortner said, walking his way.  “I need someone to spot me while I work with the heavier weights.  I got a bad shoulder.  Slips out sometimes.”

      Atlas tried to ignore the man, but he also knew that, as with any other con, Kortner posed a threat.  But what was he going to do?  Tell Kortner to pound sand?  Wouldn’t that make him look scared?  No.  He got under the bench press bar and started his warm-up.  Kortner was suddenly standing over him again.

      “Remember what I said about last time,” Atlas warned.

      “I know, keep my junk to myself,” he said.  “It’s just that my last workout partner was a big guy, much bigger than you, but soft-spoken, you know?  He was a great workout partner because he pushed me to lift more weight but he was also a good spotter.”

      Atlas snuck a quick look at the guard post.  The armed guard wasn’t watching either of them.  He threw up two more reps and checked on Blane.  His guard was cleaning his fingernails and not paying attention.

      After Kortner’s and my last skirmish, why is no one watching us?

      “Who’s that?” Atlas asked as he hit his ninth rep.  “Who was your workout partner?”

      “How many reps are you doing?” Kortner asked.

      “Twelve,” he said.

      On the twelfth rep, Kortner took the initiative to ease the bar on the rack.  Atlas was warming up, so he didn’t see the point, but whatever.  The guy was trying to make nice.

      “Your old cellmate was my workout partner,” Kortner said.  “But then some douchebag went and smoked his ass, and now I’m here working out with a fucking cop.  No offense.”

      “None taken,” Atlas said, his heart pounding.

      Kortner slid the twenty-five-pound plates off of each side, then said, “I’m working on my definition.  Besides, my shoulder’s a bit aggravated.”

      “How many reps you doing?”

      “Twelve, like you, but with a lot less weight.”

      Kortner got under the bar, set his hips and feet, then cranked out a dozen reps like it was nothing.  He should have put another thirty pounds on the bar.

      “Who killed Rory?” Atlas asked.

      If Kortner knew who killed his cellmate, Atlas would now have an idea who Richardson wanted him to kill.  With this opportunity, maybe he could get ahead of the curve.  Possibly even get some intel on his target.

      Kortner racked the weight, sat up like a champ, then rolled his neck and shoulders.  Sitting there, his back to Atlas, Kortner snorted deep, sucking a gallon of snot from his nose (by the sound of it), and then he fired a monster loogie onto the hard-pack gravel.

      Atlas frowned in disgust.  But Kortner just sat there, perfectly peaceful, completely still.  He was about to ask the German what gives when Kortner leaned sideways a good 6 inches and let out a long, wet-sounding fart.  After that, he stood up and arched his back, stretching fully.

      The way this guy was moving, how the very air between them had changed, set Atlas’ nerves on fire.  If he ever got the chance, Atlas would beat this guy into a coma.

      Instinctively, he picked up a ten-pound plate rather than the forty-five.  The smaller weight would be easier to throw around.  He stole one last glance at the guards.  Same thing.  These guys might as well be counting sheep.

      Kortner finally turned and faced Atlas.  “I killed Rory,” he said with a sneer.  “That’s what you asked.  Now you know.”

      Atlas flung the weight at the man, not as a fight-ender, but to give him time to charge, which he did.  He body-slammed Kortner so hard, they both went down into the compressed dirt and gravel.  Atlas scrambled to overpower the German, but Kortner was slick with a mid-workout sweat and squirmy enough to wiggle free of Atlas’ grip.

      Atlas expected to hear the crack of a rifle at any moment, but it didn’t come.  He and Kortner were rolling around on the ground, jockeying for control.  They traded punches and elbow strikes, each fighting for technical dominance.  For their efforts, they both got scraped elbows, arms, and cheeks, but neither got that rock-solid shot on the other.  Then, when Kortner tried jamming a thumb into Atlas’ eye, Atlas broke loose because trading blows on the ground and maybe losing your eye, was poor strategy.

      Both men scrambled to their feet.  Both took deep breaths.  Atlas moved quicker, opened the fight back up with a flurry of strikes, kicks, and even a throw, but the smaller man was fast and most of the blows Atlas landed just deflected off his sweat-slicked skin.

      Kortner used laughter as a weapon, taunting Atlas, acting like the fight was nothing so far.  But it was something.  He saw scrapes on the man’s face and knew that even the glancing blows did significant damage.  The problem was that Atlas was gassing out early.  He had flooded his system with too much adrenaline, and he wasn’t managing his breathing well.

      It was when he sucked in that one deep breath and glanced up at the armed guard that Kortner capitalized on the opening.

      The German hit fast and hard, and though Atlas was blocking a hailstorm of left jabs and right hooks, the sharp blows were bruising his hands and arms.  Somewhere along the way, Kortner found his timing, and Atlas lost his.

      A brutal fist finally got through, blasting Atlas in the mouth; two more devastating shots followed.  A feign to the face had Atlas guarding high, but Kortner switched up fast and cracked him in the ribs with a mammoth shot.  This knocked the air right out of him.

      He drew a deep breath, took another one-two punch to the cheek and chin, and as he staggered backward, he bit back on pain and concern.  He might have even tasted fear.

      Kortner became a whirlwind of rage, this tidal wave of violence breaking over him, sucking him under the current, beating the life out of him.

      Atlas ate several more big blows to the gut, and then Kortner grabbed Atlas by the back of his belt and threw his ass to the ground.

      In the back of his mind, Atlas was hoping the guards would stop the fight.  When neither guard responded, he was faced with the stark reality that he was about to be killed by this filthy fucking scrub.

      Atlas rolled over, marveling at how slow he was moving, and how much damage this guy had done.

      Kortner stood over top of him, his ugly face twisted in suppressed glee.  That was when he pulled down his pants and started pissing on him.

      Son of a bitch!

      Atlas jerked his body around, trying to get up, even though Kortner kept stomping him down.  With the full yellow stream of urine shaking all over the place and Kortner laughing like some deranged little girl, Atlas fought to get up.  He took a half-assed kick to the face, which was enough to startle him.  No, it was enough to send him to the moon.  Grabbing up some of the dirt and gravel, he flung it in Kortner’s eyes, enough to slow the German’s roll.

      Atlas climbed to his feet again, panting like a thirsty dog in summer.  And his limbs were Jell-O.  No power at all.

      “The late great Atlas Hargrove,” Kortner said, winded and sweating like a fat kid in a cake shop, “got beat to death in front of two guards who didn’t give a shit.  Nobody likes you, copper.  Nobody cares.  They’ll probably let the buzzards pick at you before they drag your corpse back in for processing.”

      Atlas knew the man was buying time, that a run as hard and ferocious as the one he just went on was taking a toll.

      “You won’t go the distance,” Atlas said.

      Hands up, unsteady legs moving him forward, Atlas knew that standing there waiting for this prick to mount a fresh attack was him fighting a losing game.

      With his hair and his shirt drenched in piss and his face dusted with dirt, Atlas’ refusal to give up and quit wiped that disgusting, victorious grin right off of Kortner’s stupid face.

      Atlas glanced up at the guard with the rifle, and he still wasn’t looking at them.  That had to be on purpose.  That was why Warden Richardson had come to him.  She knew this was coming.

      As he closed the distance, Atlas knew there was no way out of this but to win or die.  That was when he thought about Leopold, about the endless days of beatings he had taken in Prague, about how his face looked like ground beef and gore when they found him.  If a guy like Leo could survive and injure his attacker, then Atlas could fight through the pain, the fear, and the fatigue.

      Somewhat renewed, he closed in on Kortner, who launched himself at Atlas.  He stepped sideways and threw the smaller man off of him.  He then grabbed Kortner by the collar and drove an elbow into the back of his skull once, twice, three times.

      He didn’t see Kortner fire off a retaliatory elbow, but the strike caught him in the arm, backing him up.  The donkey kick was worse.  He took a shot right to the baby-maker.  He was just two broke-nuts and a banana, and as bad as that sounded, it was worse when you were fighting for your life and losing.

      Four seconds, though.  Four short seconds from the point of impact to that soul-sucking feeling you get when someone smashes your balls.  Atlas went into go-mode, and go-mode was ferocious.  Whatever energy he had left, he thrust it into this last, desperate attack.

      He tackled Kortner as he was turning around.  Now that this had escalated from a skirmish to attempted murder, Atlas jammed his middle finger into the man’s eye and drove it in as deep as he could.  He even rolled it around to make sure the damage was overwhelming and permanent.

      Cranking Kortner’s head sideways, his hold on the man’s face was grotesque and firm and solid enough for him to slam Kortner’s skull into the ground over and over again.  He intended to beat the very life out of the man, but he stopped just short of death.

      “Who put you up to this?” he asked, his finger still in the man’s eye.  Kortner’s mouth fell open, and a stringy drizzle of saliva drained into the dirt.  “Tell me, and I will spare your life.  But if you lay there like a bitch, saying nothing, giving me nothing, I’m going to end you.  You hear me, Kortner?”

      Kortner’s chest gave a soft jolt, then another, and then another still.  Was he…was this lunatic laughing?

      Atlas went back to slamming his skull onto the ground, stopping when the side of his face opened up and started leaking blood everywhere.

      He stopped, caught his breath, then said, “One more chance, dumbass.  Who sent you here?  Who told you to kill me?”

      “You put yourself on the radar,” Kortner said in a bloody whisper.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Prague.”

      “How do you know about Prague?”

      Kortner’s good eye turned up, and he held his gaze.  “All of them know about you, Atlas Hargrove.  You tried to start a war.”

      Atlas drew his finger out of the man’s skull, the thick sucking sound turning his stomach.  He shook the gore off his middle finger, then said, “I need a name.”

      For a long time, Kortner lay in the dirt, barely breathing.  Atlas checked his pulse.  He found a weak but steady beat.  The German had suffered significant damage, maybe even some brain trauma, but he would live if Atlas so chose.

      “You don’t want this name,” Kortner finally said, little bits of blood spattering in the dirt around him and drizzling off dusty, split-open lips.

      “I want a name,” Atlas growled, the truth of what was happening here sinking in.  He was a target.  In Prague, he pulled on the tail of a dragon, and now the dragon wanted to bathe him with fire.

      “No,” Kortner said.

      Atlas got to his knees and positioned himself over Kortner, and then he drove three brutal shots into the side of the man’s head.  He didn’t knock him out, but he sure as hell scrambled the German’s brains.

      Atlas fell back, breathing too heavily, chastising himself for not being in good enough shape to take this lowly maggot earlier.

      “Tell me,” Atlas said.  He waited for a beat.  “Last chance, partner.”

      Kortner lay there for a while, and then he turned his head and said, “Devil.”

      “Suit yourself,” Atlas replied.

      He couldn’t leave Kortner alive, not when he gave the warden his word that he would kill the man.  So he was ending him for her, but he was also doing it for himself.  The German’s death would send a very loud message back to whoever arranged for this prick to be transferred into NorCal.  The message was simple: try to take out Atlas Hargrove and you leave this world a pummeled, blood-soaked mess.

      He grabbed the broken man’s Adam’s apple, sank his fingers deep, then made an iron fist around the bone.  Kortner gagged and squirmed in slow motion, his body coming alive only to writhe and claw at Atlas’ hands and arms and the very ground itself.

      “Didn’t see it going this way, did you, fuck nugget?”

      Kortner’s eye was straining and bulging and staring straight ahead.  He reached up and grabbed Atlas’ arm, this time without any real strength.

      “From one hell to another,” he hissed before squeezing with all his might.  Atlas twisted the mass to the right and then the left, and then he yanked Kortner’s Adam’s apple so hard, things ripped and tore beneath the dead man’s skin.  He let go, then fired the mother of all punches right into the ruined mass.

      “Cherry on the cake, bitch.”

      Atlas fell backward, landed on his ass, and waited for Kortner to give out.  When he did, he tried to assess the situation.  Just then, something slammed into the leather cushion on the weight bench not two feet in front of him.  At the same time that the projectile struck the bench, the unmistakable crack of gunfire shattered the silence.

      Atlas looked up and saw that the guard in the elevated tower now had his rifle trained on him.  Blane, however, was walking his way, too casually for the situation.  Did he know, too?  He had to have known.  Both of them had to have known!

      The guard fired another shot, and this time the bullet found a home.  Kortner’s head jolted hard, a wad of slime and meat blasting into the dirt behind them.  When Atlas looked over at the pulped mess, he saw the bullet had entered Kortner’s already-destroyed eye socket.

      What the hell?  Was he hiding the damage Atlas had done?

      Is this a…a cover-up?

      With great effort, Atlas pushed himself to his feet and faced Officer Blane.  “This was the guy?”

      “Yeah,” Blane said, clearly in the loop.  “Look at me, Hargrove.”  Atlas looked at the guard who had now removed his baton.  “This is gonna hurt.”

      “Just do it,” Atlas grumbled.

      The second the baton slammed into the side of his head, Atlas toppled over sideways, but by the time he hit the dirt, he was already out cold.
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      NOTE: Subject injured two members of ward staff in confrontation – Diazepam given to subject; 10 mg (oral administration by Nurse Carol D. MacDonald; subject tried to strike MacDonald – orderlies T. Hubbard and A. Olds restrained subject through Diazepam administration); no further injuries sustained; First Warning Issued.

      

      SESSION BEGINS

      

      Dr. Brandt:  Good morning, Hugo.  How are you? [Subject refuses to acknowledge Brandt] Tell me about the cages.

      

      Fairbanks:  What do you want to know?

      

      Dr. Brandt: How did you come to be in a cage, Hugo? [Subject shrugs shoulders, looks down] You don’t know?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject glares at Brandt] I don’t want to talk about the cages.

      

      Dr. Brandt: You don’t want to talk about that? [Subject shakes his head] I think we need to talk about it now, or as you get older, it may make it hard for you to be a normal boy.  Do you want to be normal?

      

      Fairbanks: No.

      

      Dr. Brandt: I know this hurt you, Hugo.  It’s okay to talk about it.  Sometimes talking about it helps you get past the sad feelings associated with it.  So, can we talk about the cages? [Subject appears unresponsive] If you think the cages were bad, Hugo, we have drugs that can make cages feel like a fairy tale. These drugs can also make you talk. [Subject looks up and grins with only half his mouth] Are you ready to talk?

      

      Fairbanks: Maybe.

      

      Dr. Brandt: You were put in a cage when you were a child, right?

      

      Fairbanks: YES!

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why did you scream your answer at me? [Subject sits back, sneers; Brandt appears visibly uncomfortable] How many other kids were with you in those cages? [Subject shrugs his shoulders, says nothing]

      

      Fairbanks: Cages for us all.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Ten? [Subject shakes his head] Twenty? [Subject shakes his head again] Fifty? [Subject looks away] Who is your adopted mother?

      

      Fairbanks: I don’t have a mother.

      

      Dr. Brandt: I said your adopted mother. [Subject stares at Brandt] Who is the woman you stay with?

      

      Fairbanks: A bitch.

      

      Dr. Brandt: And your adopted father?

      

      Fairbanks: Don’t talk about him.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why not?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject whispers] Because I hate him.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why do you hate him?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject unresponsive for 90 seconds] I don’t like how he touches me.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Show me where he touched you. [Subject lowers his head; Brandt hands him a doll] Use the doll and point to where he touched you. [Subject studies the doll, points to the anal region] Is that all? [Subject goes unresponsive for 1 minute] Where else did he touch you, Hugo? [Subject points to doll’s genital area] Is this why you tried to kill him? [Subject looks up; suppresses smile; Brandt looks unnerved] If he was here now, what would you say to your adopted father?

      

      Fairbanks: Nothing.

      

      Dr. Brandt: But if you had to speak and you could tell him how his inappropriate touching hurt you, what would you say?

      

      Fairbanks: Nothing.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why not? [Subject grins] Why are you smiling, Hugo?  This kind of deep personal pain, this kind of betrayal and violation, should not elicit a smile. [Subject’s grin remained] What would you say to him, Hugo?  What would you say to the man who hurt you?

      

      Fairbanks: Nothing.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why wouldn’t you say something?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject still grinning] Because he never touched me.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why would you lie to me, Hugo?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject now frowning] Stop calling me Hugo. You know my name.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Why did you lie to me, Devil? [Subject’s smile returns; subject starts to laugh] Why don’t you tell me the truth?  What happened with your father?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject stops laughing] Nothing. I just wanted to stab him.

      

      *Transmission feed cut.

      

      END SESSION
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      Roderick Newell was just another American scumbag.  Newell was chubby with man boobs, tightly-curled hair, and a bottom row full of crooked teeth.  The way he looked and dressed had Devil thinking he wanted girls and boys of every age to turn and run in the other direction.  But he had money he wanted to spend with guys like Devil.

      Now that Devil was building his reputation with the political elite, members of Hollywood, musicians on the L.A. music scene, and social media and tech giants like Newell, he was raking in money hand over fist.  It was time to expand his stable of boys and girls.

      Holding costs would increase, which meant it was time to begin servicing more clients, but the days of offloading uncooperative or unproductive slaves to Prague were over.  Broken kids went for a discount, but that was all bad.  Perhaps he could run a red room of his own.

      Dreams…

      For now, Devil’s side-hustle was beginning to bear fruit.  And, as with all legal businesses, there were underground markets, markets in which he could expand his reach.  This meant the possibilities for success were endless.  Guys like Roderick Newell would take him to the next level.

      Newell had been talking about coming to Cologne for the last few weeks.  The pudgy bitch gave a detailed description of what he would like to see in a boy.  He even said he would pay a premium if Devil could meet all of his physical demands.  Nina would not like this, but the boy Newell chose was the new boy that Nina had chosen.

      The conflict of interest was rich and exciting, but not without risk.  Devil didn’t know why Nina bought this kid or what he had to do with whatever game she was playing.  But up until now, he tried to respect that.

      He picked up the phone, dialed the head of his security team, and asked him to bring the BMW around.

      “Are you driving today, or are we?”

      “I am,” he said.

      The drive to the warehouse was short, but only because he was preoccupied with Newell, the boy, and this growth opportunity.

      When he and the trailing security vehicle pulled into the lot, he walked back to the driver of the Audi behind him and said, “Stay put, I won’t be very long.”

      Devil walked inside like he owned the place, even though he was only there because Nina allowed it, for he had come to think of the warehouse and its contents as his.

      His phone beeped, and he stopped to take a look at the text.  It was from Newell; it contained the date and time of his arrival, along with his itinerary.  A second text followed the first: IS MY BOY READY?

      NOT GETTING YOUR TEXTS, Devil texted back.  BEST TO CALL. # SECURE.  His phone rang a few moments later.  Devil picked up on the second ring.

      “Devil,” Newell said into the phone.

      “My man,” Devil replied in a bad American accent.  He headed to his section of the warehouse where he housed his inventory.  He thought of this section as “The Stable.”

      “I trust that you received my itinerary,” Newell said.

      “I did,” Devil answered.  “I can have an evening of your choice planned for you.  All you need to do is confirm the day or days you would like and, of course, send the first half of the payment.”

      “Are you able to Facetime?  I’d love to see the…well, you know.”

      “I can do that now,” Devil said, knowing what Newell wanted to see.

      He requested a video connection; Devil accepted, and his phone went to video.  Devil saw Newell sitting in an old wife-beater with an open pink robe and the remnants of makeup on his puffy, tired eyes.  He boasted a half-day of scruff on his full face that looked dirty and contrasted to his otherwise effeminate look.  With the time difference between Germany and the States, he wondered what kind of a night the man might have had to look like that.

      “Let me take you to him now,” Devil said as he opened a large door to a massive room stacked with cages.

      He turned on the lights, and the imprisoned kids winced, covering their eyes from the sting of light.  He clicked the heels of his designer boots on the concrete floor, the echo sounding tall and far-reaching—a call to attention.

      “Have you already booked your flight and hotel?” Devil asked as he walked the line of cages.

      “I did,” Newell said, holding a confirmation sheet up to the phone’s camera.  Devil didn’t need to read the details to know what it was.

      “When we’re done here,” Devil said, “I will email you the account number to which you’re to wire the funds.  You will be responsible for cash payment upon receipt of the…paid entertainment.  For now, let me know when you send the wire so I can look for it on my end.  I will accept a wire-transfer receipt as the good-faith payment.”

      “I appreciate the accommodation,” Newell said.

      Devil smiled as he reached the end of the long row of cages.  He approached the boy with intent, his eyes boring into him as he sat in the corner of his cage like a kicked dog.

      “Get up.”

      Nina’s boy looked up.

      “I’m not asking twice,” Devil warned.  He pounded the edge of the cage, the noise rattling throughout the pen.

      The boy got to his feet, his body cold-looking, his arms and legs dotted with bruises and patches of discoloration from the elements.  Devil turned the phone to show Newell what he was buying.  The boy flinched, but Devil said, “Don’t move, boy.”  He didn’t.  He turned his attention to Newell.  “Fourteen years old, fresh as a daisy, barely even bent from the wind.”

      “He looks positively delicious,” Newell purred.  “Tell me something special about him.”

      Devil grinned, the left side of his mouth pulling into a crooked, focused grin.  His delight was not merely from the transaction taking place, but from the idea that he was going against Nina and there was nothing she could do about it.

      “This little gem,” he said, “is the only son of a high-level government worker.”

      A wash of pure ecstasy burned through Newell’s eyes as he leaned toward his camera and said, “Show me again.  But I want a longer look, not a ridiculous tease.  You already know I’m a serious buyer and that I’m good for it.  I just want to see him languish in my want.”

      Devil appeased the man, and when he finally turned the phone back around, he saw that Newell was practically love-sick.

      “Are there any other special arrangements I need to know about?” Devil asked.

      “Maybe, but he’s your dog, so I’ll play by your rules,” Newell said, flamboyant.  Then, with bedroom eyes and a doughy smile that he seemed to think was cute, he added, “But maybe you’d be okay if I beat on him?  Just a little bit to make sure things stay interesting?”

      Devil was not amused and was having a hard time not showing it.

      “You think about how expensive you want this to be, and then I will consider whether or not your offer is worth the damage you will do to my asset.”

      “I’m already thinking,” Newell said.

      “I know what tech money looks like, Roderick.  I also know your proclivities border on extreme violence.  I only say that so you know that I know the value of my slaves.  They can earn out for a year or two max before they’re done.  Then they bring a profit at the slaughter.  Be sure to consider these things, and then multiply that by at least 200 days per year, and then bring me your request and your offer.”

      “Okay,” he said like he was pouting.  “Just know that if you take care of me, I will take care of you.”

      “You’ll need to clarify that statement, Roderick.”

      “People like me have so much to risk in the United States.  Techies, CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, senators and congressmen, even those in the media.  These guys are being rounded-up in these trite and ridiculous stings.  I’m sure you heard about the bust in Indiana recently.  The guy’s life is ruined now, all because of a setup that maybe wasn’t even legal.  Just in California, 500 arrests were made in a sex trafficking sting.  It’s like, where is a pimp like me supposed to get his funk on in a country as restrictive as America?  You can’t even fly halfway across the nation for sex and feel safe anymore, which—if you don’t mind me saying—is a travesty.”

      “This is why people like me exist,” Devil said.

      “And this is why I cherish our friendship,” Newell replied.  “That brings me to my point.  That was why I said I will continue to see you and buy your playthings now and for years to come if you take care of me.”

      “No one ever wants to admit they broke bread and souls with the Devil,” he said with a grin, “but when it comes time, the Devil will always come through.”

      The pedophile erupted in a jovial laugh that carried too much exuberance.  Nevertheless, Devil had built his business on the wages of sin.  But if the wages of sin were death, and he was the Devil, then he would be the one handing out death.  Death of a soul.  Death of a conscience.  Death of morality, humanity, sanity.  He was not right, not from the beginning of life, but he knew his place in life, and it was to make his fortunes off the backs of heathens and monsters.

      Staring at the boy, but keeping Newell in his sights, he said, “When you beat him to death, if that’s what you’d like, I gather he will scream like a little girl, but better because—for you—this is no girl at all.”

      Newell sat up straight, tried to compose himself.  The giggle that broke loose surprised them both.  He covered his mouth quickly, but his face was red with delight.  After a moment, he spoke.  “You know, when you’re married to a woman for as long as I’ve been—it must be a decade now—you get tired of all the flesh and fat, the hanging tits and gelatinous asses.  You merely want something simple, something with a beginning and an end that will last hours rather than decades.  Your boy will do that for me.  I want him and I want to do whatever I want to him.  Tell me that price, I’ll pay it.  And then I will be in Cologne on time, and without a second to spare.”

      Behind him, the boy pushed himself into the corner of the cage.  Knees pulled to his chest, arms circled his shins.  With big scared eyes and a body trembling with fear, the boy began to cry.  From between his heels was a slow-rolling liquid that appeared to be yellow, and slightly acidic smelling.  Devil looked directly into the boy’s eyes long enough to feel their souls meet.  He sniffled twice and wiped his eyes, and then he refused to meet Devil’s gaze.

      Newell threw out a number.  It was far more than Devil expected.  He paused to catch a breath, and then he said, “I can do that.”

      “I want it all,” Newell said.  “You know that, right?  That’s what that number represents.”

      “I had assumed as much,” Devil said.  “But I appreciate the confirmation.”

      “Will you need to use the cash option?” Devil asked.  “I have a means of washing the money through a legitimate business if you have any concerns.”

      “The wire transfer will be sufficient.”

      “Sir,” one of his security team said.  Devil turned around, and the armed man handed him what looked like a delivery manifest.  “Nina asked me to give this to you.  She says it’s yours.”

      “I’ve got to go, Roderick,” Devil said.  “Send me a thumbs-up text when the wire transfer is complete.”

      “Will do,” Newell said before hanging up.

      He looked at the manifest and said, “They’re a day early.”

      “Nina said something about cargo heading from China to Long Beach.  If they arrived early, it was because they got early clearance to offload their cargo.”

      Devil studied the listing of containers, and then he double-checked their destination: Las Vegas.

      He put in a quick call to his contact at the port.  When the man answered, sounding tired, Devil did not care that he had awakened him.

      “I saw that my shipment docked a day early,” Devil said, an edge to his voice.

      The man yawned, and then it sounded like he was sitting up in bed.  “I oversaw the cargo inspection.  We’re good.”

      “Next time, don’t make me call you first.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hung up and drew a stabilizing breath.

      “Was your cargo compromised, sir?” his head of security asked.  He was aware of Devil’s operations.

      “No,” he said.  “It wasn’t.”

      “What was in the containers?”

      Devil looked at him like he didn’t want the man asking his business.  Instead of answering to him—which he should have done with a bullet—he said, “All those little Chinese girls the CCP condemned to death are now paying off.  Even though the one-child policy has since changed, China has an overpopulation problem that people like me solve for pennies on the dollar.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I will guarantee these girls a longer life than they would have in China.  It is a harder life, but it is a life.”

      The man nodded, satisfied.

      “To a dreamer with euros to spare and a big idea, one can purchase China’s unwanted babies for less than a gallon of petrol.”

      His phone buzzed again, a text alert.  The message was from Brigitte.  Devil opened the text and immediately saw a graphic image of the girl with her legs spread wide open.  He felt his blood rushing to all the right places.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Devil said, stepping away.

      The text beneath the image read: VISUALIZE YOUR CHILD COMING OUT OF THIS HOLE AND THEN COME HOME AND FU—

      His phone buzzed again, this time a call, and an image of Nina replaced the image of Brigitte.  He cleared his throat, swiped the answer button, and said, “Nina.”

      “I’m looking at this manifest, and I’m wondering about undo exposure.”

      “The early arrival?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have that under control,” Devil said.

      “I didn’t know you sold them to Vegas,” she said.  “We talked about Dubai.”

      “I put Dubai on hold for a few days because our margins are better in Nevada.  Besides, the desert is vast, which makes it easy to bury the parts of the kids my customers don’t want.”

      He heard her sigh over the line.

      “In some ways, I have grown to love you like a son, but in other ways, you worry me, disappoint me, anger me.”

      He felt himself bristling.  “What have I done now?”

      “The States.”

      “You have Germany and everywhere else,” he said, breathless.  “I want America.”

      “I’m trying to give you Venezuela,” she replied.  “Caracas is what the Americans would call the Wild West, and the money we could make in cocaine and heroin alone would dwarf our current operations.”

      “Drugs are boring,” he said.  “They don’t scream when you cut them.”

      “Are you listening to yourself, Hugo?”

      “I hear myself just fine.”

      “One of the boys you brought in recently,” Nina said, switching subjects and trying to compose herself, “Matthias Selge.”

      “We already talked about him,” Devil said, annoyed.

      “He’s not to be touched.”

      “He was your purchase, but he’s in my stable.”

      “I didn’t want any confusion.”

      “He’s not your product anymore, Nina.  I don’t tell you what to do with your babies, do I?”

      “Trust me, Devil, do not do anything with him.”

      “Why?”

      “Do I work for you?”

      “No,” he said begrudgingly.

      “Then do what I say, dammit!” she roared.

      Nina hung up on him, which brought him back to Brigitte’s nude photo.  He zoomed in tight.  As quickly as he could, he typed in a reply, letting Brigitte know that he was on his way home.

      Outside, he went to the Audi with his security team, tapping on the front passenger-side window.  The man rolled it down.

      “I need you to drive the bimmer,” he said.

      The man nodded, got out of the car, then took the keys and did his job.  In the meantime, Devil received a text message from Newell letting him know he was heading to the bank to wire the funds at first light.  He then sent a quick follow-up text: SET THE DATE IN STONE.

      Devil texted the man a thumbs-up emoji, then he closed his phone and sat back with an exasperated sigh.  Cologne is too beautiful to be this well-mannered, he thought.  His musings returned to Roderick Newell.  The man could have anything he wanted in life, but what he wanted most was a 14-year-old boy he could ravage and kill.

      Devil did not understand queer men whose proclivities leaned toward pedophilia any more than he understood how straight men found prepubescent girls attractive but to each their own.  He was all about providing a lucrative service, and not at all about casting judgment upon the secret lives and desires of his clients.  Besides, whatever freaks like Newell did to the boys and girls Devil provided was nothing compared to the atrocities in which he partook.

      It was hard to judge others when you ate and drank your young.
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      In the prison yard, with bloody goop on his middle finger and cuts on his face, arms, and hands,  Atlas was dragged out of the dirt, hauled to his feet, then cuffed and shoved toward the prison, after which Blane perp-walked his ass into gen pop where word had somehow gotten out.  But it wasn’t the word of Willy’s death that had spread, but rather that Willy told everyone he was going to take down the killer ex-cop.  And there he was, beaten, bloody, and bruised.  Chants of “Will-y!  Will-y!  Will-y!” exploded into the prison.  In the process of being escorted to the second floor, Atlas suddenly realized the moment he had before him.

      He stopped walking, raised his arms, and in the loudest voice he could muster, he screamed, “Willy Kortner is DEAD!”

      Blane tried to move him along, but Atlas jerked away, face bloody, victorious.  There was a hush that fell over the prison, and then someone said, “Killer ex-cop.”  Another inmate said it too, and then the chant ensued, first low, and then rising to a volume Atlas had not experienced before.

      The foot-stomping, cage-rattling, bark-bark-barking of noise was either erupting in his honor or becoming a battle cry against him.  He couldn’t be sure.

      “I’ll be glad when they shank your ass,” Blane said over the noise.  “You act like this is Hollywood, and you’re its only star.”

      “Survival of the fittest, Blane,” Atlas said.

      “You just put the world’s biggest target on your back.”

      “We’ll see.”

      He expected to be stripped and tossed back into solitary confinement for killing Kortner, but Blane walked him to his transitionary cell without another word.  A few hours later, a hearty meal arrived, and then after that, it was lights-out.  No one ever came for him.  Not that night, and not the next day.

      While waiting to be dragged back into the hole, he was left alone until it was time to eat and time to head to the yard.  He waited for Richardson to visit him, but the warden never showed.  Only Blane came to collect him, and he never even mentioned the matter.  With no explanation given, but his freedom inside the prison intact, Atlas pushed himself to work out harder, longer, and with heavier weight.  He was now running the perimeter of the yard, doing sprints, walking lunges, anything to build lean bulk.

      The guy he was supposed to kill, the one the warden was talking about, was most likely the douchebag he had killed.  Now that Willy Kortner was no longer his or Richardson’s problem, Atlas let go of the stress of keeping up his promise.

      He had even begun to feel better.

      An entire week had passed, and now he was carrying extra bulk and appreciating that the warden—sadistic as she had been—had kept her word to let him make a return to his previous self.  He was surprised at how quickly he bounced back, but he also knew he wasn’t quite there.  He was fast and mean, but he still wanted that extra fifteen or twenty pounds.

      When, at last, Richardson came to visit, she said, “I ran down Kortner’s call log.  He was making calls every day to a number that I cannot locate.”

      “Meaning?”

      “He was checking in with someone.”

      “And now he’s not.”

      She frowned and nodded. “And now he’s not.”

      “How many open cells do you have available?” Atlas asked.

      “Two beds plus Kortner’s once we finish processing the ‘incident.’ You’re in the clear, by the way.  The guard saw him start the fight, and he couldn’t get a shot off before you finished it.”

      “So I’m not going back into the hole?” he asked.

      “If I keep getting pushback from some of the guards,” she warned, “I might need to do that.  As it is, I’m slow-rolling the incident report by conducting an active investigation into Kortner’s outrageous behaviors from the minute he arrived.  Plus, I need to see if the feds return.”

      “What if this person Kortner is no longer speaking with decides to send someone else?  Before I beat his ass to death, Kortner mentioned Prague.  Someone knows about us, Kathleen…”

      “He specifically mentioned Prague?” she asked, nervous.

      Atlas nodded while Richardson swore under her breath.  He understood the position this put her in, and he felt awful.  But he couldn’t let it get him down.  He needed to watch his own back first.

      “Do you have Leopold’s number?” Atlas asked.

      “Why would I?”

      “Didn’t you say you saw him recently?”

      “You want to call him?”

      “Over an unmonitored line,” Atlas said.  “But only if you have one.  Otherwise, there’s no reason to call anyone.”

      “If things get sketchy in the next couple of days, I’ll call him myself.”

      “What did you two talk about?” he asked.

      “None of your business.”

      “I want to know.”

      “He wanted me to assure him that you can leave if he needs you.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “Not while we have an issue with the feds.”

      “My life is clearly in jeopardy here, Richardson,” Atlas said.

      “Both our lives are on the line because of you jackasses.”

      “If Leopold comes for me, I’m going.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I am.”

      “Keep up with this kindergarten bullshit, and I’ll stuff you in solitary confinement just to shut you up,” she said, her voice rising.  “It’ll also buy me time to get rid of the feds should those two clowns come back.”

      “They may not come back, not after the pushback they got from us.”

      “If whoever sent Kortner sends someone else for you, then you’ll go back in the hole.  That’s both a promise and a non-negotiable condition.”

      “I can handle myself just fine.”

      “I’m not worried about you,” she said in a sudden outburst.  “I’m worried about all the damn bodies you’re leaving behind.  I’m already having to answer for this one.  I’m having to answer for YOU!”

      Atlas understood and appreciated her predicament.  Solitary confinement was the answer.  But long-term solitary confinement was the threat.

      “The people who contracted my murder with Willy will continue sending people to kill me until they succeed.”

      “Then you’ll have to get used to the dark because I can’t have your stink getting all over my guards.”

      “I want to see Alabama and Jade.”

      “When they call.”

      “I’m sure they’ve called.”

      She shrugged her shoulders like she couldn’t care less.

      “Don’t jerk my chain on this, Kathleen,” he growled, growing antsy in his cage.  Even though he wanted to pace his cell, he remained at the door with his eyes glued to the warden.

      “It’s Warden Richardson,” she said sternly.

      He made a fist, saw him punching the metal door separating them, but then he opened his hand and tried to shake the rage loose.

      “It’s Kathleen when I think you’re full of crap,” he said.  “But if you’re honest with me, then I’ll address you as Warden Richardson.  So, Kathleen, what’s it going to be?”

      “They have been calling,” she admitted.

      “Let me see them.”

      “Depends on how you do in gen pop.”

      “Call them,” he barked.  “Arrange for a visitor’s pass.”

      “I’ll wait until they call me or show up,” she said, refusing to yield to his demands.  “I won’t do your charity work for you.”

      “You’re soulless,” he seethed.

      “What happened to you falling in love with me, Atlas?” she asked with a bitter edge to her voice.  “Where’s all that crazy talk now?”

      “It was just that: crazy talk.”

      “Your head is on straight now because of me,” she reminded him.  “Don’t ever forget that, Atlas.”

      “If Leopold needs me,” he said, trying to calm down, “then I’m going.  It’s as simple and as complicated as that.”

      “You act like you have a say in the matter,” she laughed.  “This cell has a mirror, which means you can see yourself.  Do you see your blues?  Do you see the cage reflected all around you?  You’re a convict, Atlas.  Just another criminal swept up off the street and no better for being a cop.  You’re worse because you were a cop.  You knew the law and you broke it anyway, brazenly and without remorse.  This is how I see you, and that’s how you should see yourself, you sanctimonious piece of crap.”

      Atlas’ jaw flicked, and he feared he might crack a molar from biting down so hard, but he fought like hell to control his emotions.  There was too much on the line for him to make an enemy of the warden.

      “Can you run down witnesses to Kortner’s crime?  Maybe even the arresting officer or the guy’s lawyer?”

      “I’ve tried to do that with no luck,” Richardson said.  “I can’t find much of a paper trail at all.”

      “Maybe the feds planted him,” Atlas said.  It felt like he was reaching.

      “He didn’t look like someone the feds could turn,” she said.  “He looked like he belonged here.  He looked exactly like he belonged here.”

      “Locked-up cons can be confidential informants just as easily as the free ones.  People of all sorts get desperate, greedy, tired of being incarcerated.  Did you check his cell for paraphernalia?”

      “His house was clean,” she said.  “Besides, I have eyes on everyone and everything going in and out of this place.”

      “So, not a fed, but something else?”

      She nodded.  “It’s likely.”

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, Atlas,” she answered honestly.  “I’d say I have a pretty good gut for this kind of thing, but I got fooled by Leopold, and then I was forced to break the law and compromise my integrity.  Maybe your friend told you about it.”

      “Cira?”

      “Yeah, her.  So, forgive me, but I’m not trusting my gut.  This high-stakes game you guys are running caught me off guard, and I’m uncertain about my future for the first time in my career.”

      “Why are you telling me any of this?” Atlas asked.

      It was a fair question.

      “Because as bad as you are, beneath the horrible behavior, I believe you have a good heart and that your soul is not as dirty as it looks.”

      “I’ve got a good soul, but I’m not a good person, Warden.  I don’t think I can be a good person, not while I’m on this road.  But maybe I can do enough bad things to worse people to square some of that debt.”

      “Everyone has a chance at redemption here,” she said, her tone softening.

      “Not me,” he said.

      There was a long silence between them.

      “Are you ready to return to the general population?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” he said.  “But don’t be surprised if things get ugly.”

      “It’s a two-way street, Atlas.”

      “Every time I come up for air, one of these turds shoves me right back under by trying to kill me.”

      “I know it looks like that’s the pattern, but maybe after Kortner…”

      He crossed his arms and looked at her, his eyes automatically narrowing.  She glanced at him, and he could see her thinking twice about him.

      “Maybe try not to kill anyone?” she asked.  “Just, I don’t know, keep them off of you and let my guards do their jobs?”

      Eyes still boring into her, he said, “Have you ever seen anyone go toe-to-toe with a caged tiger and hold their own?”

      She frowned as she thought of this.

      “Yeah,” he said, “the tiger always wins.  Those guys out there, all of them…they’re the tiger you want me to either tame or avoid.  I can do neither, which is why this is an unreasonable request.”

      “We’re inadvertently partners in this crap situation,” she said, her voice no longer so congenial.  “At least try to cooperate with me.”

      He shrugged his shoulders.  “The only thing I try to do in here is last long enough to get back out.  And if that means I have to fight nasty or end a fight for good, then that’s what I’ll have to do.”

      “I wish my life was as uncomplicated as that, but I’m also glad that I don’t live with the same danger as you.”

      “That and a bag of chips is still worth a bag of chips.”

      “I’m trying here,” she said.

      “I know you are, but this is the best I can offer.”

      If someone tried to corner him or shank him, he was going to punch their ticket.  Was he going to think twice in a situation like that?  Hell no.  Not for one second.  He was smart enough and crafty enough to know that if you didn’t put an end to that nonsense decisively and permanently, you were just asking for someone to try again.  So, you had to make a statement, send a message, and then follow through.  And the message was simple and clear: try to kill me, and you get beaten to death in return.

      “Will you at least try?” she asked with a restrained smile.

      “Yes,” he said, surrendering.  “But maybe you let me have a few more days here?  I don’t want to go back to my old cell just yet.”

      “How are you doing mentally?”

      “I’m still a bit frazzled, and truthfully, I’m pretty agitated,” he said.  “But at least I’m sleeping the night through.  That’s helping a lot.”

      “If we’re to operate on a give-and-take basis, I’ll give you the next few days, but you must give me your one hundred percent effort to stay out of trouble.”

      “Deal,” he said.

      Looking at her, listening to her, Atlas had the feeling that Richardson was good at reading her prisoners.  But she also had a dark side.  He had spent 3 months in the hole because that was what she wanted, and probably what he deserved.

      “I thought you were going to be more difficult, Warden,” he said.

      “I can be if you make me,” she replied.  “But for now, as long as we have an understanding, maybe we try not to make each other’s lives so difficult.”

      “Do I have a cellmate?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “And?”

      “He’s not a bad guy.  Former Marine with PTSD.  Seems he lost his marbles and a bunch of scumbags died.  He’s not unlike you in that regard.”

      “I think I remember you saying something about me being your inside enforcer,” he said.  “Did I hallucinate that?”

      She slowly shook her head, eyes holding his gaze, unblinking.

      “Is there anything else?” he asked.  “Anyone else?”

      Still holding his eyes, still unblinking, she said, “Maybe, but I’m not sure.  We’ll see how things develop.”

      His stomach dropped at the thought of killing again.  The concern that he spent the last few days trying to assuage returned with a vengeance.

      “Okay,” he said slowly.  “But maybe don’t ask me to be nice because if I get in that soft mindset, I’m not going to be the monster you need me to be.”

      “Try to find that fine line,” she said.

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      “One of these days, someone or some agency is going to come down hard on all of us,” he said, thinking of the Board of Prisons and NorCal’s board of investors.  “I can’t just keep killing indiscriminately, and you know that.”

      “So far, I’ve got it under control,” she said.  “But after Kortner, I agree.”

      “What is the BOP saying?” he asked.

      “They seem to think it would be better if one of these guys killed you so that they don’t have to keep meeting with me.”

      He shook his head.  “Soulless cocksuckers.”

      “You slaughtered three boys in front of the cameras, and then, in one of the most televised court cases in modern history, you beat the hell out of a guard and screamed at the grieving parents of the boys you murdered that you were glad their kids were dead.”

      “I did.”

      “You said that you would kill them again if you could and that you hoped they suffered for it.”

      “And this bothers you?”

      “I’m going to regret saying this, and if you ever tell anyone, I’ll deny it vehemently.”

      “Just say it,” Atlas pressed.

      “What you did to those three kids,” she said, carefully measuring her words, “was something all of us would have wanted to do in that situation.”

      A sly grin crept onto his face, almost like he was seeing her for the first time.  “Holy cow, she’s a real person,” he said with laughter in his voice.

      “You were right to kill those boys.”
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      When members of the Bundesrat of the German state of North Rhine-Westphalia disbanded, Jochen Selge shook hands and clapped the backs of the men and women with whom he worked.

      The subject of the convention was climate change and the push for a new industrial revolution in North Rhine-Westphalia, but Selge’s mind was firmly on his family.  Before leaving for Düsseldorf several days ago, he and his only son, Matthias, had a horrible fight.  His wife, Eva, had taken their son’s side, which—looking back—was the right thing to do.  Jochen didn’t get to tell her that because she wouldn’t take his calls.  Matthias wasn’t answering his phone either.  For that very reason, he stewed in his shame.

      Now that his conference was over and he could return to Köln, he no longer thought about ideas surrounding the expansion of renewable resources, flexible backup capacities, or hydrogen, as much as he dwelled on his mistakes with Matthias.

      The second he walked into his home, he caught a hot, nasty stare from his otherwise beautiful wife.  “Your son has been missing since you left,” Eva said.  Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen from crying.

      “Did you go to the police?” he asked, breathless.

      “And tell them what?”  Tears were glistening in her eyes.  “That our son is gay, and you hate that?  That you told him to get out of the house because you fought?  Do you want me to spoil your reputation, our family’s reputation, over what amounts to a ridiculous fight?”

      “Have you heard from him at all?” he asked, fear sounding like a rush of noise through his ears.

      “No,” Eva said.

      “You should have called me,” he all but whispered.

      “You drove our only child from our home!”

      He didn’t know what to say.  When he didn’t speak, Eva continued.

      “I don’t care about your stupid job, your career, or even our family name anymore.  Find my son, Jochen.  Find my son!”

      He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and then he nodded.

      “I will.”

      “I have a number for you to call,” she informed him.  “It was not easy to get, but you will call this number, and you will do whatever it takes—”

      “I already said I would,” he replied, interrupting her.

      “Whatever it takes,” she warned.

      She handed him a slip of paper with a US phone number on it.

      “Who is this?”  When she didn’t respond, he said, “I can find him, Eva.  I will find him.”

      “If you can’t do this on your own, you’ll call that number.”

      “I will,” he said, reassuring her.

      “Promise me, Jochen.  Because he didn’t come home, and you know what happens to boys out on the streets in this state.”

      “Don’t go there,” he warned.  “You’re only going to scare yourself.”

      “You know what happens here,” she cried, tears now streaming down her face.  “We know what happens here.  We know it’s still happening, Jochen!”

      He held his hands up in surrender.  He didn’t want to fight.  “I won’t do a single thing until we find him.  I will dedicate the full of my attention and resources to bringing Matthias home.”

      “If you need to sleep, do so in the guest room.”

      She turned and left the room, and even though she had retreated to the master bedroom and closed the door, Selge could hear her crying.  He knew all too well what could happen to a boy like Matthias, which meant he had to make a call.  It was the only call that mattered.

      The line rang through, and a man picked up.  “Luther,” the man said.

      “Hi, Luther, this is Jochen Selge.  How are you?”

      “Very good, Sir,” he said.  “What can I do for you?”

      “My boy is missing.”

      “Matthias?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you send me a current picture of him?” Luther asked.

      “Hang on.”

      He pulled up his photo file and sent the man the most recent photo.  He heard Luther’s phone beep, indicating that he had received the photo.

      “Okay, got it,” Luther said.  “Give me a moment.”

      Jochen waited 5 minutes before the man came back on the line.  It was the longest five minutes of his life.  He forced himself to breathe.

      “None of the guys have seen him,” Luther said.  “I looked deep, Mr. Selge.  I’m sorry.”

      His stomach dropped, and a light sweat broke out on the back of his neck.  “I appreciate you checking.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” Luther asked.

      “If you guys sweep him up, will you let me know right away?”

      “Of course, Mr. Selge.  That is a given.”

      “Thank you, Luther.”

      He disconnected the call and started making phone calls.  An hour later, after speaking with nearby hospitals, his contacts in the police, and the head of social services, he got into his car with the addresses of the three nearest hotels the state government had converted to homeless shelters and headed to the first.

      Selge showed Matthias’ photo to the first shelter’s staff, but no one seemed to recognize him.  When he went to the second hotel, he spoke with a worker who had been outside smoking.

      “I was working the door when he came in looking for a place to stay,” the doorman said.

      “Did you let him in?”

      “We had no rooms left, so I helped place him under an emergency stay.”

      “Did you report this to the authorities?”

      “Their offices were closed,” the man said, suddenly nervous.

      “But did you later report it?” Selge pressed.  The man hesitated.  “You are required to report it!”

      “I went home intending to report it, but we are short-staffed, and I got called in early.  I’m embarrassed to say that I forgot.”

      “Who did you send my son to stay with?” Selge asked through gritted teeth.

      “One of the local school teachers,” the doorman answered.  “He has two sons, both of them off to university now, so he appreciates the company.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “A few days?” the man said, almost as if he was asking a question and couldn’t be sure.  “He is only housing him under emergency stay, so he may not be there now.”

      “I need a name and an address.”

      “I’m not sure I can give that information to you.  It’s this memory of mine.  Sometimes it serves me well, but other times”—he said, tapping his skull—“it’s just blank space that remembers nothing.”

      “Are you looking for a handout?” Selge asked, hiding his disbelief.  “Because this is my child you’re talking about.”

      “It’s funny how a few euros help my memory,” he said sheepishly.

      Selge stepped into the man’s personal space.  “My name is Jochen Selge and I am with the Bundesrat.  That means that, much like the Bundestag, I am immune from prosecution.  Now, I won’t do anything to you personally, but I have enough money and some of the vilest contacts a scumbag like you can imagine.  So if you don’t give me a name and an address in the next 10 seconds, I’m going to have your legs broken, your arms broken, and all of your fingers and toes broken as well.”

      “Alright, alright,” he said, standing back, his eyes pumped full of fear.

      “Give me a name,” Selge hissed.

      “Elmar Harfouch.  I have his phone number, but not his address.  I’m sure you can find it with your contacts.”

      “Give it to me.”

      The man scribbled Elmar’s name on a scrap of paper and handed it over.  Selge snatched the number from the doorman and said, “Don’t bother reporting the emergency stay now.”

      “Why would I?”

      He frowned as he left the hotel and climbed into his S-Class Mercedes.  Before leaving, he called his contact in the NRW State Police Force, gave him the name and number, and then waited while the man fetched an address.

      “Do I have to worry that Mr. Harfouch may not survive your visit?” his contact asked with a knowing voice.

      “Is it that obvious?” Selge asked.

      “If there’s a problem, make sure you let me know first so I can get ahead of it, okay?”

      “Of course,” Selge replied.

      His contact provided him with Elmar Harfouch’s home address as well as the school for which he worked.

      “Thank you,” he said before hanging up.

      When he tore away from the curb, he did so with too much adrenaline pulsing through his veins.  He glanced at his hands, saw them trembling, squeezed them into fists.  It was starting to feel like the nightmare situation Eva had described.  Had he not been a parliamentarian, had he not had his reputation to consider, he would have beaten the information out of the doorman in the middle of the street.  But, alas, he contained himself.

      Ten minutes after leaving the hotel, he arrived at Elmar Harfouch’s home.  He knocked on the man’s door, hoping Matthias was there.  There was no answer.  He walked around the house, peeking in the windows, but it appeared empty.

      He returned to his car, his mind turning out the worst possible scenarios.  He couldn’t help but reflect on Germany’s dark history and its relevance to his situation.  The Kentler Project from the 1970s, named after Helmut Kentler and sanctioned with government support, had placed homeless boys with known pedophiles for the better part of 30 years.  When that project was finally exposed and shut down, Germany tried to bury this dirty little secret into the annals of history.  Nature, however, abhors a vacuum, and he knew firsthand that the problem of pedophilia in Köln still existed today.  While it no longer took place with government approval, and wasn’t out in the open, it still existed.  Was Matthias caught up in this hellish scenario?

      While he waited for Harfouch to return home, he researched the man on the internet.  Not only was Harfouch a teacher with 30 years of reliable service, but he was also listed as a Teacher of Excellence with more than a few accolades from the school at which he worked.

      Depending on how Harfouch behaved, Selge would use his contacts to dive deeply into this man’s history.

      A moment later, an older Audi pulled up to the house.  The driver eyed Selge’s Benz with concern.  Selge got out of his car when Harfouch got out of his.

      “Good afternoon,” Selge said.

      “Can I help you?”

      Elmar Harfouch looked like a disgusting man, his comb-over, soft facial features, and rodent-like hands setting off a host of red flags.

      “I’m looking for my boy,” Selge said.

      “Okay,” Harfouch replied, shading his eyes from the early afternoon sun.

      Selge showed him Matthias’ picture. “You picked him up a few days back under an emergency stay request.”

      “I went to pick him up,” he said, swallowing hard.  “But when I showed up, he didn’t want to come with me.”

      “He left with you,” Selge said firmly.  “There is a physical confirmation.”

      “He did leave with me, yes, but a few blocks away, he asked to get out of the car.”  The pot-bellied creep was starting to sweat.  He wiped his forehead and smiled.  It was a nervous smile that Selge understood.

      “Do you know who I am?” Selge asked.

      “Yes, sir, I do.”

      “Then you know it would be best that you not lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying,” Harfouch said.  “He got out of my car and ran.  I’m not sure what spooked him.”

      “Have you seen yourself, Elmar?”

      The man swallowed hard, wiped his brow again, and said, “It’s hot out here.”

      “Where is my son?”

      “Not here.”

      “If that’s the case, you won’t mind if I take a look around.”

      “If that would put your mind at ease,” Harfouch offered, singling out a key and heading to his front door, “then I would be happy to oblige.”

      They walked into the house.  Selge moved past the man and went from room to room, looking not only for his son but for any evidence that he had been there.  That was his last lead, and if he came up empty, he wouldn’t know where to go.

      “As I said,” Harfouch replied, more confident now, “he’s not here.  He did tell me why you kicked him out of the house.”

      “That’s none of your business,” Selge warned.

      “I have worked with children for the better part of three decades, and I can tell you when your boy comes out as gay, a good parent doesn’t shame him or kick him out of the house.  They find ways to support them and to let them know they love them.”

      This man had no idea what happened, and Selge found himself getting hot under the collar at the bold assumptions.

      “I’m not ashamed of his choices,” Selge said.  “It’s just that if he takes up with another boy, my family will have no heirs.  The family name is important, and he was our only chance at preserving our bloodline.”

      “Bloodlines aren’t everything,” Harfouch said.

      “Are you married, Elmar?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “But you have boys.”

      “Yes.”

      “The Harfouch name will go on if they decide to marry and have children,” Selge reasoned.  “Are your boys gay?”

      “Not that I know of, but it would be okay if they were.”

      “You are a dutiful man, and the education system thanks you for your devoted service, but you are not an important man.  There is nothing in your history to suggest your life or death would have any meaningful impact on Germany’s future.”

      “Spoken like a true aristocrat,” Harfouch mumbled with disdain.

      “If I find out you had anything to do with the disappearance of my son, I will rip the guts out of your entire life if I don’t rip them out of you first.  And there will be nothing you or anyone else can do to stop me.”

      The man’s eyes flashed wide, his face went beet red, and he said, “You are the only one who had anything to do with your son’s disappearance!”

      “Right now, that is true,” Selge said, adrenaline roaring through his veins like a freight train.  “If I learn differently, you had better get right with God.”

      “My conscience is clear,” Harfouch argued.  “Now get the hell out of my house before I phone the police.”

      Selge walked out to his car, climbed inside, and punched his steering wheel.  Fixing his hair, adjusting his tie, he started the engine.  He circulated the air in the car and tried to think.

      He was out of options.

      All the calls he made, the tracking down of the hotel doorman, Elmar Harfouch… was all for nothing.

      He felt a sting hit the backs of his eyes, but he told himself it was not time for that.  He had to think.  Should he file a missing person’s report with the police?  Drive the streets nearby hoping to see Matthias among those derelicts without jobs or stable homes?  Did he even want to waste that much time?

      He picked up his phone to dial the police but then thought otherwise.  Some of the more amendable members of the state police were good in making missing children reports go away; others were even better, never filing them at all.  Did he trust the police?  He tossed the phone in the passenger seat beside him and thought, No, not all police are corrupt.

      But there was corruption, more than its fair share for a city this size.

      Under the lovely Köln exterior was a seedy underbelly, a sex trade concealed by lenient laws, overlooked by bought-and-paid-for police, and protected by dirty parliamentarians with a financial stake in operations.  That was not a well-known secret, but being in parliament, he understood the realities.  Sex trafficking was not an isolated affair.  It existed in nearly every civilized country in the world.  Which meant if things were worse than he thought—and at this point, he had no reason to assume otherwise—Matthias could be anywhere, suffering any number of grotesque fates.

      “Or he could just be sleeping in shelters and living on the streets,” he said in an attempt to calm himself.

      Then again, Köln itself had a dark history with child pornography and sexual abuse.  Back in 2016, when Germany opened her borders and her arms to the refugees of North Africa and other Arab nations, it sparked myriad emotions from the citizens, both positive and negative.  When a massive contingent of men later identified as refugees sexually assaulted upwards of 1,000 young women on a single night in Köln, more than 1,500 police officers were dispatched to handle this nightmare.  Since then, the rapes slowed to a crawl, but perpetrators of every sort remained inside the state and country.  There was little to be said about the matter in government because the immigration program was critical to Germany’s future goals, but everyone knew that a slap on the hand wouldn’t stop sexual deviants of this sort.  Prostitution was soon made legal as an acceptable outlet for this type of behavior, and it seemed to forestall the violence.

      But then, in early May of 2021, German prosecutors announced that they had just taken down one of the world’s largest international darknet platforms for hosting child pornography.  The operation had sprung up in 2019 and was said to have had more than 400,000 registered members.  There were seven buildings associated with this child pornography ring.  The subsequent reports available to members of parliament detailed the operation.  Pedophiles used this platform to view pornography of children and toddlers.  Most alarming was that the bulk of the victims were boys and that these crimes against humanity extended beyond German borders.  They had taken place all over the world.  The German police task force worked with Europol and various law enforcement agencies from the United States, Canada, Australia, the Netherlands, and Sweden to track down the administrators of this horrific business.  Eventually, four German men were held to account, one residing in Paderborn in Selge’s state of North Rhine-Westphalia.

      Having a young son of his own, Selge could not stomach the thought of this, but he was not blind.  Affluent society and the dregs of humanity profited from this pain emotionally, sexually, and financially.  It was when prosecutors stated that they had found “images of the most severe sexual abuse of toddlers” among the photos and video material they had seized that Selge had to detach himself from the details of the bust.

      In the absence of this outlet, he knew that a fresh batch of criminals would emerge to fill this void and that they would be more proficient than the last set of men at evading the authorities.  Once more, he wondered, had Matthias fallen into such a trap?  Was there a new criminal operation afoot?  He didn’t know, nor did he want to think such awful thoughts.

      He had told Eva that she was scaring herself for suggesting such a thing, but now he was scaring himself.  Children were insolent.  Parents sometimes took the wrong tack.  It could be as simple as that, he told himself.  Besides, he wasn’t ready to make this a public affair just yet.  Eva was right when she said he needed to protect the family name, and that they needed to handle this quietly, discreetly.

      That meant he needed outside representation, someone so far removed from him that—if there was a problem, if something terrible happened to Matthias or the people who took him—the right people would allow Selge new and more just measures.  Knowing Eva, she had thought the same thing, or she would have let the authorities handle this matter.

      He glanced across the street at Elmar Harfouch’s modest residence for a long time before pulling away and heading home.

      Later, as he sat in his car, unwilling to go inside and give Eva the bad news, he pulled the American phone number from his pocket and decided it was time to make the call.  He wasn’t sure what time it was in America, but he didn’t much care.

      Every second counted.
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      Leopold was in the middle of talking himself out of another drink when the phone rang.  He looked at the number, didn’t recognize it, then picked up the call.  “It’s either late or early depending on where you’re calling from and how you look at it.”

      “I apologize, I was expecting voice mail,” replied a man with a thick German accent.  “My name is Jochen Selge and I’m calling for Leopold Wentworth.”

      “This is Leopold,” he said.

      “Again, I apologize for the hour, but I am in Köln, Germany—”

      “Köln?”

      “You would know it as Cologne.”

      “Ah, yes,” Leopold said, deciding it was indeed time for that next drink.  “What can I do for you, Mr. Selge?”

      “I am in a bit of a predicament, one that calls for skills I’m told you have, and for a problem that requires a fair amount of discretion.”

      “I’m listening,” Leopold said, sipping his brandy.

      “My son has gone missing, and I’m afraid he is caught up in one of Germany’s more nefarious issues, one our country tries to keep private, and one with many ups and downs.  It is an ongoing issue nevertheless.”

      “At this early of an hour, Jochen, it would be prudent to come to the point.  Direct is good.  I like direct.”

      “I work for parliament, in the Bundesrat, and my position here is one of the highest in the nation and the highest here in Köln.  My son is gay.  I did not know this until recently, and though I don’t judge his decision, I was afraid of what the media and my fellow parliamentarians would have to say on the matter and how, specifically, it would affect him.”

      “So you don’t have any personal judgments?”

      “I do, and they came out, but this was sprung on me before an emergency 5-day parliamentary excursion, and I’m afraid I did not handle it well, which I deeply regret.”

      “How long has he been missing?”

      “Roughly a week now.  I believe he was taken.”

      “Why is that?”

      “We have social services here that help runaway children, homeless children, and those who have fallen victim to less fortunate times.  There would be a record of him in this system, but there is no record.  I tracked him to a hotel for homeless people that we used during the height of the pandemic.  He never checked in.  He was, instead, sent home with a local school teacher who provided his services as an emergency stay resource.”

      “And did you visit this man?”

      “Yes.”

      “But he didn’t have your son, and he didn’t know what you were talking about, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “And you think he is lying?”

      “To put it mildly, but not delicately, in parliament, we have what Americans would call a need-to-know policy.  It is unwritten, as with all members of government, but we traffic in lies and deceit, not for the sake of lying or deception, but as a matter of discourse.  The people of Germany, much like the people of America, cannot handle the discussions we have, nor should they be privy to them.  A citizen’s job is to live a productive life, while our job in parliament is to make sure we never give them a reason to question our ability to govern.  That said I do know a liar when I see one, and this man is lying.  He has seen my son, but he will not divulge information as to his whereabouts, and though I would have beaten him into a bloody stump in my past—if anything just to find out what he knows—I cannot afford such luxuries today.”

      “So, you would like my team to do that for you?” Leopold asked, taking a seat.  He was already beginning to appreciate this man’s understanding that sometimes violence was a necessary tool, not just an outlet or a solution.

      “Yes,” Selge responded.

      “Have you tried contacting your local authorities?”

      “As I said, this is a sensitive matter.”

      “Okay,” Leopold said, taking another sip.  “What exactly do you want from me and my team?”

      “What is it you offer?”

      “First and foremost, we will focus all of our efforts on finding your son alive and well.  It has been a week, though, and you haven’t told the authorities he is missing.  Has anyone reached out to you demanding ransom payments?”

      “No,” he said.  “That’s what makes me think that this is not a kidnapping.  We have several problems over here, Mr. Wentworth.  Mentioning these sensitive issues falls under the guise of politically incorrect, which has made it hard to speak freely.  But as you said, I will be candid.  For decades, with the blessing of the German government, and under the direction of the renowned sexologist and open homosexual, Helmut Kentler, children were placed with known pedophiles.  There is a high demand for young boys here, one that has not gone away.  I believe your magazine, The New Yorker, recently did an exposé on this man.  Kentler’s vile program failed its purpose, but a vacuum fills quickly where crimes of a sexual nature are involved.  I am not afraid that I will have to pay a ransom to get my son back, or that he was placed with someone untoward.  I am scared that he is being sold into a dark market that I don’t understand, but one that exists nevertheless.  This is why I say, someone needs to find him.  And I believe that someone operating with a heavy hand will find him faster.”

      “When would you want me to begin?” Leopold asked.

      “I’d like to know the cost of your services.  It might be too high for me.  But if you can, if you do this, I would like you to handle the people who took him.”

      “Handle them how?”

      “Violently.”

      “Who referred you to me?” Leopold asked.

      “A friend.  She is discreet.  And I’m not telling you who she is so that you know that I am discreet as well.”

      “I would require half the funds to be wired upfront,” Leopold said.  “We have accounts you can use that will allow for the safe movement of such money.”

      “So long as the pricing isn’t a problem, then I would want you to start right away.”

      Meaning it was time for Leopold to put down the bottle and visit NorCal.  If he wanted to move this operation forward—and he did if this man agreed to his price—then he would want Atlas out of NorCal ASAP.

      “I will be in touch with you in the morning,” Leopold said.  “My morning.”

      “I understand.”

      “Text me your secure email,” Leopold said.  “It would be best to correspond in this manner from this point forward.”

      “I agree,” Selge said.  “I will text it to you right away.”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      Leopold made a list of people to call in the morning, and then he staggered to bed, the rest of his brandy sloshing around in his tumbler.  He didn’t care that a few drops had splashed on the hardwood floor.  They would be mopped up in the morning.  He walked into his bedroom and shut the door.  He swayed on unsteady legs, then put his hand on the threshold to stop the room from rocking.  After a moment, he stumbled to bed where he finished his drink in a single gulp.  He set the tumbler on the nightstand, fell into bed, and closed his eyes.  He was asleep within minutes.

      When he woke several hours later, it was to sunlight cutting through the drapes and a massive hangover.  He rolled over, pulled the pillow over his head, then told himself it was time to stop drinking.  Lives depended on him getting his act together.

      He crawled out of bed, shuffled to the bathroom, then took a long shower that ended with him standing under the freezing-cold water for 2 whole minutes.  There was no better way to wake up in the morning, but there was also no better way to torture yourself than to do what he was doing.

      He got out of the shower, readied himself for the day, then began calling his assets, starting with Cira Kingsley.

      “Hey, Leopold!” she said, answering right away.

      “It’s that time again.”

      “Can I call you in a few?  I just finished with Krav class and I’m changing.  I’ll call you back in 10 minutes tops, fifteen at the very most.”

      “Okay,” he said.  “If I don’t answer, it will be because I’m calling everyone else now.”

      “What about Atlas?”

      “That’s going to be a problem,” he said.

      “When is it not?”

      “True.”

      His phone chimed to remind him an unread text needed viewing.

      “Okay, then, I’ll talk to you in a few,” she said.

      Before talking to the other assets, he opened Selge’s text, saw the email account, then researched the service provider enough to see this was an encrypted email service.  He then got on the internet and studied Jochen Selge, a high-level politician who may or may not have deep pockets depending on his private affairs.

      “I’m about to find out,” he mumbled to himself.

      Even though there was no such thing as “true encryption” due to built-in back doors hidden from end-users, encrypted email was the best way to communicate short of using satellite phones or burner phones.  Since neither was necessary, he wrote as little as possible in his reply, doing his best to never include anything that would later be incriminating to him, his team, or his clients.

      He sent Jochen Selge the price, which seemed to fit his income, and then Leopold followed with a separate email detailing wiring instructions.  Selge’s response was faster than Leopold thought.  Within 15 minutes, the reply was direct.  It read: I will wire the funds as soon as the banks open, and then I will send you a confirmation text.

      Cira called back and Leopold filled her in on the newest operation in Cologne, Germany.

      “I can be wheels-up whenever you say the word,” she said.

      “You sound like you’re ready to go.”

      “I am.”

      “You’ve been training?”

      “Like my life depends on it,” she replied.  She hesitated a moment before speaking.  “After the beating that you took in Prague, I wasn’t sure if you’d still want to be in the game.”

      “Truthfully, I wasn’t sure.  Then I decided that my nightmares, scars, PTSD, and drinking problems are not as important as saving lives.  So, I decided to figure it out and get back on that horse.”

      “I’m happy to hear that.  Should I pick up Atlas or Kiera?  Or do you want me on a plane to Cologne?”

      “Atlas is delicate,” he said.  “Kathleen Richardson is still upset with me, and she’s drawn a hard line.”

      “You talked to her?”

      “She came to my home,” he admitted.

      “How did she find out where you live?” Cira asked.

      “Our new warden is easy on the eyes and resourceful.  She is also a very stubborn woman.  She told me I can’t have Atlas.”

      “Why?”

      “The feds know about Prague.”

      “What the hell?”

      “It’s an active issue.”

      She blew out a huff of air.  “For real?  Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Blowback is my problem, not yours.”

      “Yeah, but this is the FBI!”

      “It could be a problem, but Kathleen might also handle it.”

      “So why won’t she play ball when it comes to Atlas?  Has she forgotten about your sex tape?”

      “I’ve given her ample reason to work with us but she is terrified of the feds, which means we need to squeeze her harder than the feds are squeezing.”

      “Do you need me to pay her a visit?” Cira asked.  “I can’t say it bothered me much to drag her ass out of bed at gunpoint.”

      “I don’t want to take that approach this time,” he said, careful.

      “Because you like her?”  When he didn’t answer right away, she groaned and said, “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “The heart wants what the heart wants,” he said, immediately hating the words he spoke.

      She laughed for entirely too long.  Then, she said, “Good God, man, you’ve turned into a walking cliché!  The great and mighty Leopold Wentworth, pussy-whipped by a warden.  As I live and breathe!”

      “This is my mess,” he replied, embarrassed but honest.  “I’m going to clean it up.  Before you say anything else we will both regret, book yourself the first flight to Cologne.  If you leave today, you can pick up Yergha and Esty when they arrive.  I’ll have Ethan secure a rental home, something discreet—”

      “Something shitty?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m so excited,” she said sarcastically.  “Honestly, though, the way I’ve been working out, I’m looking forward to mixing it up with a few of these assholes.”

      “This is no joke, Cira.”

      “If you saw how I look and how I fight now, you would know I think nothing of the sort.  Every day that I go work out, it’s me saving my life in the future.  It’s me saving Atlas’ life, Yergha’s and Esty’s lives, maybe even your life.”

      “That’s noble of you.”

      “I’m not trying to be noble, Leo, I’m acclimating to this lifestyle.  And if I’m happy that you’re still in the game, then you can’t get mad or pretend that I don’t care.”

      Nodding his head, even though she couldn’t see him, he said, “I trust you.”

      “Good.  Have Ethan send me the info on the rental home through the regular channels.  It’ll save you time having to do the same with Yergha and Esty.”

      “We need a translator, as well,” Leopold said.  “I’m going to send you Jochen Selge’s number.  He can arrange it, especially if he knows what’s coming.  Plus we’ll need a rental car.  See if Jochen has some place we can call with people who speak English.  I read that fifty to sixty percent of the German population speaks English, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Okay, sounds good.  I’ll just get a rental from the airport.”

      “If I’m going to buy a car or an SUV,” he said because they ruined the last two, and he paid for them out of a shell corporation that couldn’t be traced back to him or the crew, “I want a nicer one, or at least a bigger, more powerful one.  Go through Jochen on this.  There will be six of us again, God willing.”

      “Seven when we get the translator.”

      “Right, good thinking.  Seven.  Oh, and when we’re there, we’ll have to talk about operating as ghosts.  We need to cover our tracks better.  That means new identities, new offshore accounts, clean shell corporations going forward.  It also means we need to mask our identities where there may be cameras.”

      “As in the whole of Europe?” she quipped.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Have Ethan send me the itinerary,” Cira said.  “And I’ll run recon when I arrive.”

      Thinking about where she had come from, how she got into prison in the first place, and the person she had become after he saved her ass from a life of misery, he was more proud than he would ever admit.  Before, he wasn’t sure she could rise to the task, but now, he knew she could do the job he wanted her to do.  That was a girl who wanted to get in the mud and play.  He needed to let her be that woman, and time on the battlefield was the best way to advance her skill set.  Unfortunately, people don’t die in practice as often as they die on the battlefield.

      “Be careful,” he said.  “And please, learn from my lessons and failures.”

      After they disconnected the call, Leopold had breakfast and a Bloody Mary delivered to his office.  He devoured the meal, then nursed the drink.  Then he called Yergha and Esty.  Esty was ready to rock and roll, for which Leopold was immensely grateful, but he couldn’t reach Yergha.

      His next call was to Isabelle Norwood in Blacksburg, Virginia.  The last time he wanted to pick up Kiera, his operative was out on an operation for Monarch Industries, Norwood’s parent company.  He had only learned this after returning from Prague, which was just as well.  It had saved him a fight with Isabelle.

      The line rang through to Isabelle’s private number several times before going to voicemail.  There was no warm greeting or instruction to leave a message.  It was only a beep.

      Leopold said, “It’s your long lost almost lover, Leopold.  I miss you.  I miss Kiera more.  I think I want to see her.  Sooner rather than later would be best.”

      He wondered if he should say anything else, but he hung up instead, thinking about how pissed off she would be hearing his smart-ass voicemail.  Realizing it wouldn’t matter, he took a sip from his drink and wondered what—if anything—he could do to buy out Kiera’s contract.  Or could he just take her and never return her?  It was an interesting thought, a daydream at most, but he smartened up quickly.  Monarch Industries created the most lethal assassins in the world.  These weren’t men and women going through boot camp and coming out ready to hold a rifle and defend their nation.  These were kids raised from birth to hunt, infiltrate, kill, and one day blend in and run ops better than the most hardcore operators today.

      Kiera was a proficient assassin but she was still young.  He didn’t know when Monarch let these people join the real world, or if that was even an option, but he wanted to ask.  The phone rang, startling him.  He saw an unlisted number but picked it up anyway.

      “Burger King,” he said.

      “What is wrong with you?” Isabelle asked.

      “So many things,” he grinned.  “Where should I start?”

      “I don’t want to talk about you,” she said.

      “That makes three of us.”

      She started to say something and then she paused.  Then something happened, something so strange he had to look at the phone to make sure he hadn’t crossed lines.

      Isabelle Norwood started to laugh.

      “Where are these wonderful sounds coming from, Isabelle?” Leopold asked with humor and warmth in his voice.

      “You are finally growing on me, I suppose,” Isabelle said.

      “It was only a matter of hope and time.  How are we looking with Kiera?”

      “I’m adjusting her schedule for you as we speak.  How long do you think you will have her this time?”

      “A few days at least, and as many as a few weeks from the outset.  It just depends on how much garbage we step in.”

      “At some point in time, you’re going to have to drop a few of your amateurs and let Kiera do what we’re training her to do.”

      “Which is?”

      “Run your little op herself.”

      “Now you’re speaking my language,” he said.  “But they’re not little ops.”

      Ignoring him, she said, “We are rounding out her skill set now.”

      “Is there a point in time where she will not live there with you?” he asked.

      “It depends.”

      “On?”

      “Her usefulness in these next few years.”

      “Will there come a time when I can buy out her contract?”

      “Again, it depends on her usefulness.”

      Leopold knew that America’s newest administration was all about war and that in times like these, assets of Kiera’s caliber were in high demand with the money to back it.  Had Isabelle not been so congenial with him, he would have wondered if she regretted the deal they made.

      “I appreciate you contacting me so quickly.  We have a problem that is fast developing.  I will text you in a few hours with my exact time of arrival if that’s okay with you.”

      “Will you be bringing the blonde?” Isabelle asked with a tone.

      “I hear you two got along well in my stead.”

      “Hardly.”

      “I will be coming myself, but if, in the future, I need her to work on my behalf, Cira is essentially me, just with better tits.”

      She hung up the phone, laughing.  Leopold looked at his empty connection and said, “Okay, then.”

      He called Ethan and asked him to come to his office.  His driver showed up and said, “What can I do for you, Boss?”

      Leopold gave him a detailed list of items to finalize.  “Start by fueling the jet,” he said.  “But let the pilot know that we will either be going to California or Virginia, so no need to file a flight plan just yet.  We’ll need a second pilot, though, because our final destination is Cologne, Germany.  They have an FBO in Cologne, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ethan said.

      “Okay, good,” Leopold replied.  “Ready the car, please.  And I need a suitcase packed.  I would do it myself, but I have an awkward situation that I must handle personally.”

      “Tactical pack?” Ethan asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How many souls shall I say will be on board the jet?”

      “I’m not sure,” Leopold said honestly.  “Myself and Kiera for sure.  It’s Atlas that I’m not so sure about.”

      “Kathleen is hesitant?” Ethan said.

      “Do you blame her?”

      “Not really, sir.”

      After Ethan left, Leopold drew a deep breath and looked first at the phone, then at the nearest bottle of whiskey.  And then back to the phone.  Not yet, he told himself.  Setting his whisky aside, he dialed Kathleen’s direct number and waited to be connected.

      “I hope you called me by mistake,” Warden Kathleen Richardson said.

      “I am calling on purpose,” Leopold said.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m coming to get Atlas.  I just wanted to give you a heads up.”

      “Don’t bother, I’m not releasing him.”

      “I will bother,” he said with a tone.  “I just wanted to tell you I’m on my way.”

      “I’m not going to budge on this, Leopold.”

      “If you force my hand,” he said, low and lethally calm, “you will make me do something neither of us wants me to do.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Yes.”

      She blew out a breath but remained on the call.  Leopold stayed silent because the first person to speak in a bluff was always the first loser.

      “You’re making that moment between us mean less and less,” she said, referring to their first and only night together.

      “If you knew how deeply painful that is for me to hear, you would know that I would be putting a stake in my own heart.”

      “Is that true?” she asked.  “Or is this more of your games.”

      “It’s true,” he said.  “I want to see you, but maybe one day we could do it aside from all of this business.”

      “I’m married,” she said.

      “Yet you think about us more than you want to admit.”

      “That’s what betrayal does,” she said.  “It marries people to their pain.”

      “I’m sorry, Kathleen.”

      “I believed you the first time.”  A long pause stretched between them, but then she said, “That doesn’t mean that Atlas is available for you.”

      “I’m coming to get him anyway.”

      “Don’t.”

      “My mind is made up, Kathleen.  It was made up when we were hired to find a missing boy in a city with a history of raping missing boys.”

      “Every con has a sad story,” she said.  “A reason why they did what they did, and how the law failed to see nobility as a cause for…whatever.  One day you may come here in cuffs, and you might tell me a similar story, but it won’t matter.  Goodbye, Leopold.”

      When he set down the empty line, he took a long pull of the hard-earned whiskey, then sat back and frowned.  This was going to be more complicated than he thought.  Fortunately, the liquor burned on the way down and continued to warm his stomach even as he sent a text to Yergha.  If the Pakistani didn’t pick up for a phone call, maybe he’d respond to a text.

      Leopold texted: ARE YOU STILL IN TURKEY?

      A few minutes later, Yergha sent a return text: IN SLOVENIA WITH A FRIEND.

      Leopold texted: MALE OR FEMALE?

      The text reply was quick: VERY FEMALE, along with a middle finger emoji.

      He texted back: WHEN YOU’RE DONE, HEAD TO COLOGNE ASAP.  CIRA IS YOUR RIDE.  COORDINATE FLIGHT TIMES WITH ESTY THROUGH THE REGULAR CHANNELS.

      The quick reply was a thumbs-up emoji.  Leopold looked at the bottle again, filled a tumbler like a proper gentleman, then savored the stiff drink and said it would be his last for a while.

      And then he poured another three fingers’ worth.

      When he was fully awake and feeling good, he called Codrin Pichler and said, “Get me everything you can on Jochen Selge and his son, Matthias.”

      “What are we doing, Leopold?”

      “Selge’s son was taken a week ago, and we’ve been hired to find him and take care of those responsible.”

      “I’m already on it.  I’ll call you when I have something.”

      “Thank you, Codrin.”

      “Hey, Boss?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve missed working with you and the team.”

      “You’re part of that team, Codrin,” he said with a grin.  “And I’ve missed working with you as well.”

      After he hung up, he could not help but reflect on this fustercluck of an operation he was running.  It was a mess, all of it.  It hadn’t taken long for the team’s past to catch up with them.  Now it seemed to be haunting him daily.  That it had touched Kathleen was the real travesty.

      If his team failed to learn discretion or at the very least add a tactical member for guidance, then he would have to minimize his life and stay on the move.  He could do that, and in time that might become his way of life, but for now, he would see how clean he could keep this op.  And then, he would focus all of his efforts on making sure they operated clean going forward.

      He touched a scar on his face, then smiled.  The time for vanity was gone.  The only thing the future held for the team was heaping vengeance upon the wicked.  And with that, Leopold slipped on his favorite pair of shoes and began to enter war mode.
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      Brigitte woke up in Devil’s house, in Devil’s bed, and sore from the sex the night before.  When he said he wanted to go a third time, around 2 a.m., she asked if he was tired, and he said, “I’m never too tired to make babies.”  Twenty minutes later, finally exhausted, he rolled over and fell into a coma-like sleep.

      Brigitte woke from her slumber, saw that Devil was asleep, then watched him for a while.  Pulling his hair away from his face, she studied the small upside-down cross tattooed under his left eye, and then she fought the urge to trace the looping-script tattooed just above his left eyebrow.

      He looked pale in the morning sunlight.  Even asleep, he was a nightmare.  She leaned down and licked his earlobe.  He didn’t move.  How confident was he about his life that he would choose this kind of artistry on his face?  Or that he would ink his entire neck?

      As he felt her presence, he rolled over on his back, barely stirring.  Did he know he was being watched?  Was he shifting in his sleep or slowly waking up?  She studied him as he lay there, breathing deeply, that burning force she felt from him temporarily gone.  He was a monster in slumber.  She pulled back the sheets and looked at his tattooed chest plate, suppressing a shiver.  The imagery was so dark and scary that the art appeared to have a demonic-looking quality about it, hence the name Devil.

      With the sun cutting through the open blinds, he didn’t look so mean, so evil, or so cunning.  Lying back down, she hoped he had gotten her pregnant last night.

      When Devil’s cell phone rang, she was startled.

      He didn’t move.

      The phone fell silent after two rings.  Devil's breathing remained steady.  Brigitte got up quietly, slipped on one of his button-up dress shirts, then glanced back to make sure that she hadn’t awakened him.

      She glanced around the large room, taking in its ornate details.  Was the house new?  It smelled brand new, but it also looked lived-in.

      She opened the bedroom door and walked down a short hallway, which led her to a gourmet kitchen.  She opened the refrigerator and saw ordinary food and drink.  She went through the cupboards looking for food.  She found some cereal, ate a handful of dry flakes, then locked eyes on a closed door that seemed to lead somewhere.

      She walked to the door, turned the knob, and pulled it back to a pitch-black opening.  There was a light switch on the wall.  She pressed it, and light appeared.  Before her, was a set of stairs leading down to a basement.  A press of cool air upon her legs sparked an involuntary shiver.  She crossed her arms, hugging herself to ward off the chill, and then she walked down ten steps.  The basement was not what she expected.  It was large, open, and finished off.  But in the middle of the room was a rolling clothing cart, something you would hang shirts and pants on when transporting them from one location to another.  In this case, the rolling cart held a couple of dozen hanging blood bags.

      They were empty, but they were obviously on Devil’s mind for a reason.  On the back wall were four refrigerators and two freezers.  It struck her as odd to have so many refrigerators in a single residence, even one as large as Devil’s.  Didn’t he have a better place to do this?

      When Brigitte opened the first refrigerator door, she saw about twenty blood bags.  She pressed on the nearest bag with her index finger and watched it respond.  She closed the door and went to the next appliance.  This one was an industrial freezer.  Inside the unit, there were stacks of frozen blood bags.  The freezer next to it held the same contents and supply level.

      “Son of a bitch,” she whispered.

      Brigitte heard movement from up the stairs.  She closed the freezer door and spun around.  Whom she saw, however, was not Devil.  It was a pregnant girl about her age.  She was standing on the second to last step looking at her.

      “Hi,” the girl said.

      “Hello,” Brigitte replied.  “Who are you?”

      “Are you new?” she asked.

      Brigitte lightly scoffed, then said, “In the way you think, yes, but otherwise, no.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Then you’re new.”

      “Whose baby is that?” she asked, pointing to her belly.

      “I’m Monique.”

      “Whose baby is that, Monique?”

      “It’s my baby, the one I’m giving to Devil.”

      She figured she should be surprised, that she should be upset, but strangely, she could not conjure the feelings.

      “How far along are you?” Brigitte asked.

      “Five months,” Monique said.  “Will you give him your baby, too?”

      Brigitte felt her racing heart charge forward.  She imagined Devil would be like this, that he was like this, but to see a girl with whom she could be sisters standing there growing his baby in her belly?  It was a lot to process.

      “Yes,” Brigitte replied.  “I think he might have gotten me pregnant last night.”

      Monique smiled as though she understood.  “There’s never any wasted effort on his part.”  When Brigitte didn’t say anything, Monique said, “Open your shirt, I want to see you.”

      “What?  Why?”

      Monique’s gaze fell to Brigitte’s bare legs, then crawled up her torso, and lingered on the swell of her breasts against the Oxford.

      “I want to remember what it was like to look like you,” Monique said with an ache in her voice.

      Brigitte unbuttoned the four buttons, holding the shirt closed, but then she pulled both sides of the shirt apart, revealing herself in full.

      “God, look how flat your stomach is,” Monique gushed, walking into the basement to meet her.  She was so close Brigitte could smell the peppermint on her breath.  “And I can see your hip bones and the curve of your ribs.  You’re so beautiful.  What’s your name?”

      “Brigitte Deyers,” she said, buttoning her shirt.

      “Oh, now that’s interesting,” Monique said, her smile deepening to the point of making Brigitte feel slightly uncomfortable.

      “How do you know Devil?”

      “We’re cousins, three times removed.”

      Brigitte swallowed hard.  “Oh, yeah, okay.  Wow.”

      She grinned and said, “You know Devil…”

      “He’s not normal,” Brigitte said, finishing her sentence.

      “No,” the girl laughed.  “He’s not normal at all.  But isn’t that great?  I mean, he’s so rich, and he’s going to make us rich, so it’s like everything is working out in life the way it should.”

      “He said I’ll never have to work a day in my life,” Brigitte told her.  “I don’t mind work, but the offer was too great a temptation.  And my mother is so unforgiving.”

      “I know girls who gave him babies, girls he made promises to, and do you know what?”

      “What?” Brigitte asked.

      “He pays them every time,” she said with a smile.

      “Are you down there, Monique?” another girl called from the top of the stairway.  She sounded young, about the same age as Monique.

      “Just meeting the new girl,” Monique said.  “Is that you, Jasmine?”

      “Janelle,” she said.  “Jasmine is having a problem.  I think…I think she may be going into labor.  Go wake up Devil.  See if he wants us to call Liesel.”

      “Who’s Liesel?” Brigitte asked.

      “Our midwife.  She delivers all the babies.”

      “How many girls does Devil have staying here?” Brigitte asked.  “And how many of them are carrying his baby?”

      “Five girls total.  Jasmine and Janelle are twins, Devil’s second cousins.  He is especially protective of them.  We’re all pregnant.”

      “Five, including me?” she asked, astounded.

      “If you can get pregnant, then six.”

      “Oh, I can get pregnant,” she said, defensive.  “I already feel pregnant.”

      The girl from atop the stairs walked down the steps.  She was older but pretty as well.  She had black hair, dark blue eyes, narrow shoulders, and swollen breasts.  Beneath her breasts was a baby bump.

      “Are you the new girl?”

      “It would appear so.”

      “I’m Thea.  Nice to meet you.”

      “I thought you were Janelle,” Brigitte said.

      “No, she just went to see about Jasmine.  Have you ever helped deliver a baby before, Brigitte?”

      Brigitte shook her head.

      “Would you like to?  It helps to know what it will be like when we give birth.  At least, those of us who are still giving birth for the first time.”

      Thea looked at Monique, who smiled, then held up two fingers.

      “This is your second child?” Brigitte asked, impressed.

      “I’ve had two.  This one will be number three.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen,” she said, proud.

      “And you’ve already had a child with him?”

      Monique nodded.

      “Boy or girl?”

      She shrugged like she didn’t know their sexes, but she kept smiling anyway.  “I have my future to consider.  Devil set me up with a money manager, and if I play my cards right, he says that one day I can invest in his business, and he’ll make me rich beyond my wildest dreams.”

      “And you believe him?” Brigitte asked.

      Both girls looked at each other, and then both smiled.  Thea said, “We know girls he’s helped.  They have everything they want and more than enough money to live out their lives in luxury.”

      “Brigitte?” a stern male voice asked.

      Devil.

      “I’m down here with Monique and Thea.”

      “Stay out of my blood,” he warned, his voice raspy as if he had been smoking and drinking since puberty.  “That’s not yours.”

      She frowned and looked up the stairs at him like he was crazy.  “Why would I want your blood?”

      “It’s not mine, but it’s not yours either.  If I catch you drinking it without my permission, you won’t be able to stay, and our deal will be off.”

      “Okay, whatever,” she said.

      Monique frowned and rolled her eyes.  “He’s so protective of his blood stores.  I find it a little odd.”

      “Some of it is for him, but some of it is for our business venture,” Thea explained.

      “Business venture?” Brigitte asked.

      “VK4,” Thea replied.  “Nina is establishing a supply line of drugs from Caracas, which is in Venezuela.  Devil hates the drug dealers, and he doesn’t want to be one himself, but if he could deal VK4, he would take the chance.”

      “Vampire’s Kiss?”

      “Version 4.0,” Thea replied.  “The cleanest drugs, the purest blood, an uncompromising high for those with both the means and desire.”

      “Is that the sales pitch?” Monique asked.

      “We were working on it two nights ago for marketing,” she said.  “It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “Too wordy,” Brigitte said.

      Thea brushed her off as if her opinion didn’t matter.  She looked at Monique.  “If we can get enough cocaine shipped here, we will have the purest form of VK3 in both Europe and Eastern Europe.  We’ll call it VK4 for marketing purposes, and with the money we make, we’ll start developing VK5.”

      “And this is the business venture you want to buy into?” Brigitte asked.

      “Why not?  We’re taking Vampire’s Kiss to a new level.  No more dirty blood and no more cheap cocaine.  We’re talking pure blood, uncut coke, a perfect blend to supercharge your high.  Devil and us girls will level up and run Köln.  Maybe even you, if you do what he says and give him a good child.”

      “I knew Devil was in business, but he runs a club now.  Isn’t that enough?”

      “Have you ever had it?” Thea asked.  “VK3?”

      Brigitte shook her head.

      “It’s like seeing Jesus for the first time,” Thea purred.  “The first thing I’m gonna do when I push this thing out of me”—she said as she patted her swollen stomach—“is almost overdose on our supply.”

      “Me, too,” Monique grinned.

      “Girls, no more time in the basement!” Devil called down.

      The three of them jumped, but then they suppressed giggles, and Monique said, “Let’s go watch Jasmine give birth.  She has the best screams.”

      “C’mon, Brigitte,” Thea said.  “You’ll love it!”
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      In the large empty parking lot of Nina’s industrial warehouse, a delivery truck drove in and then pulled to a stop before the roll-up gate.  Devil followed the lumbering vehicle into the lot, then parked the BMW in his personal space.  The truck parked and the driver got out.  He would need a signature on the shipping manifest and access to the interior.

      Devil walked to his trunk, popped the lid, then pulled out a very large duffle bag and a small medical kit.  He walked to the back of the truck and asked the driver to open the door.  The driver did as he was asked.  That was when Devil found himself looking at wall-to-wall cages.  Kids of all different sizes and ages, most of them boys, were crouched down and scared, most wearing only their underwear.  The truck smelled like vinegar and feces.

      “I’ll open the warehouse gate,” Devil said.  “You hook them up and pull them out.”

      The driver nodded, got in his truck, then backed into the opening that Devil made accessible.  He then hooked up each cage and dragged them out.  Each cage crashed to the concrete floor, and each boy cried out on impact.

      Devil looked at one of the smaller ones.  He had crocodile tears in his big blue eyes.

      “This is not pain,” he told the child.  “This is merely an appetizer to pain.  In the days and weeks ahead, you will know real pain.  You will know suffering.”  To the next boy who crashed to the ground, he said, “You will also know what it feels like to be wanted, valued, and appreciated.  Can you imagine such a life?  To finally be a commodity to many rather than a burden to an ungrateful few?  You should be thanking me rather than acting like scared children!”

      The truck driver was sweaty, tired, and angry by the time he dragged the last cage from the truck.

      “Next time you pull the cages,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Saying things like that will ensure there is no next time for you,” Devil said.

      “Are you going to fire me?” he asked, halfway defiant.

      “No,” Devil replied coolly.  Twisting his head around, his eyes were bulging, and he wore a sadistic grin on his face.  “Next time means I put a bullet in your head.”  To draw emphasis to his point, he walked up and stabbed the man in the forehead with a finger.  “Right here.  That’s where the bullet goes.”

      The man backed up, startled, “I’m just tired is all.”

      “Then get more sleep and stop complaining.  You sound like a bitch.”

      “Yes, Mr. Fairbanks.”

      “Devil.”

      The man swallowed.

      “Go home to your fat wife, your ugly children, your dog-meat supper of rotten bread, cheap meats, and moldy potatoes, and when I see you again, you had better have a good attitude.  Is that clear, driver?”

      “Perfectly clear, Mr. Devil.”

      “Good, now go.”

      When the driver left, Devil returned to the warehouse, closed the delivery door, and turned on the extra set of lights.  He checked his watch, then thought, Where is she?

      From the duffle bag, Devil withdrew a pile of handcuffs.  He then walked from boy to boy, letting them out of their cages.  He cuffed their wrists together in daisy-chain fashion.  He asked each of their names and the name of the city or town from which they had come.  Mentally, he selected the less attractive of the boys, sorted the youngest from the oldest and everything in between, and then told the more undesirable children they would be branded like cattle, but that they would serve a purpose.

      “Each of your lives will not be without meaning, I assure you.”  With the better-looking boys, he had different plans.  To one, in particular, he said, “Have you ever done any acting?”

      “No,” the boy said, whisper-quiet and scared.

      “If I put a gun to your head and said, ‘Act or I pull the trigger’, could you act?”

      The boy started to cry, but then he nodded his head.  Devil knelt and wiped the boy’s tears with two swipes from his thumb.  “Look at those big, watery eyes,” he said with a smile.  “These tears will make you a star, little one.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” he asked.

      “I just told you,” Devil stood and said.  “I’m going to make you a star.  But first, we must test your blood.”  He looked down the line of boys.  “We’re going to test all of your blood.”

      He returned to his medical bag and withdrew a bundle of individually-wrapped needles.  He proceeded to take blood samples from the boys, marking each of their names on labels included with the vials.

      Two more delivery trucks arrived in the warehouse parking lot.  He walked out to greet the drivers and saw an Audi S4 pull in behind them.  The woman behind the steering wheel was older but stylish.  She was wearing large sunglasses and a bright shade of lipstick.  She parked the sports sedan, got out, and stared at him.

      “Where have you been?” Devil asked.

      Nina said, “I’m wherever the hell I want to be, Hugo.”

      Devil’s face burned, but he held his tongue.  “The first shipment arrived, and now we have two more.  The kids from the first are already out and tested.”

      “Did you put them in the new holding pen?”

      “I just finished the blood samples.”

      She said, “I’ll handle the trucks. You wrap up…whatever it is you were doing.”

      He finished with the boys at the same time that Nina directed the first truck into the facility.  It was a much larger truck than the first in both height and length.  While taking the first batch of boys to their holding pen, he caught a glimpse at the cargo as the truck’s door rolled up.

      Devil glanced at the cargo in awe.  Nina gave him a funny look.  “Why are you still here?”

      “The new batches always fascinate me,” Devil said.

      “When you see a load of kids like this, does it make you ponder the insignificance of your operation?”  She referred to the boys he brought in, the older ones he sold to rock stars and high-rollers.  Devil was about to respond, but Nina cut him off.  “Why do you waste your time with strays?”

      “I see myself in them,” he said, truthfully.  “They are unloved, unwanted, and cast aside.  They need to see value in themselves as I needed to see value in myself.”

      “And what is their value?”

      He laughed.  He had told her this several times before.  But she was a busy woman, a hard woman, and she scared him.  “Is this a test?”

      “No,” she said, unamused.

      Devil took a step toward her while hanging onto the last child’s arm.  “When you kill an animal,” he quietly seethed, “you try to use every part of the body so as not to let even one scrap go to waste.  Their value comes from what I can do to monetize them.  Videos, prostitutes, and snuff films are one avenue of earning.  But that cuts their time short.  We can use the good ones as breeders, the bad ones as bait or mules, the ugly ones for their blood if they’re tough enough to let us drain them over and over again.”

      She patted his cheek with an almost bored sigh and said, “I suppose you’re learning.”

      “I’m 35 years old, Nina.  What I needed to learn, I learned a long time ago and not from you.”

      Her overt boredom became a frown of displeasure.  “Dr. Brandt was your teacher?”

      “Dr. Brandt was a psychopath with control issues.”

      “Were he alive,” she replied, “he would say the same of you.”

      “Well, thank God he is dead, then.”

      One of Nina’s employees, a former forklift operator, rolled his forklift through the facility and began unloading stacks of cages.  He was able to move six cages at a time.  Inside these cages were more little bodies of every skin color, sex, and origin.

      “You need to let me take a more active role in this organization,” Devil said.

      “If this is your wish, then we are working toward the same goal.”

      “Will you let me use the forklift?”

      She laughed, which only stirred his anger more.  “You have your hands full with your pregnant relatives, your stolen boys, and your club.”

      “I know, but…”

      “I let you run my club so you have something to do.  Run it right, show me maturity and leadership, and then we will talk about you taking a more active role.”

      “We’ve already begun talking,” he said.

      “I’m referring to Caracas,” she said, “but you seem hesitant.”

      “I’m not hesitating.  I merely suggested we fine-tune our plans.  We don’t want to get into a turf war with the existing dope-slingers.”

      “You say that like I’m clueless about the risks.”

      “We aren’t big fish in this realm,” he said.  “We’re tadpoles whether we want to believe that or not.”

      “If you create and sell VK4, you will be no better than them.”

      “I can sell the product in the club.  You can’t believe how profitable it is.  I’ve worked up several models, complete with profit and cost projections.”

      “I’d rather sell to dealers than be a dealer.  You’ve got to think bigger.  Use your brain.  Besides, you don’t have the time, the money, or the contacts to run Caracas.  This is why it’s my operation and not yours.”

      “Take off these chains you have kept me in for so long and watch what I can do.”

      “One day,” she said, patting his arm.  “Just not today.”

      He leaned in and begrudgingly kissed her cheek, then he stalked outside to his BMW, fired up the engine, and sped off.

      On the way out, he saw two more trucks driving in.  Even though he was enraged by Nina’s inability to trust him, she had taken him under her wing and showed him her operation.  After Nina’s half-sister was killed in Prague, after those animals shot her in the spa and pounded a rusty nail into her head, she took over Diana’s blood procurement and distribution business.  Despite feelings of grief, her excitement in having this part of the business fueled her optimism.  As far as Devil was concerned, that presented many opportunities.

      The new blood spas were coming together much slower than he expected but faster than he gave Nina credit for.  He tried convincing her that he could run Diana’s business, but Nina insisted that she take the reins.  By nature, she was not a trusting woman.  Most days Devil wanted to kill her.  On other days, he loved her so much he thought his heart would explode inside his chest.
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      Four hours after Leopold asked Codrin about Selge, around three o’clock in the afternoon, Ethan popped into his office to tell him that the jet was fueled and ready to go.  “We’re just waiting on the car.  It’s being washed and gassed up as we speak.”

      “Thank you, Ethan.”

      “Will there be anything else?”

      “Let me call Codrin, and then we can go.  There’s something he said that’s bothering me.  It’s been bothering me for weeks now.”

      “I’ll alert you as to the car’s arrival.”

      He nodded his thanks, then picked up the phone and called the Romanian hacker.  Codrin answered promptly despite the hour.  He even managed to sound awake.

      “Do you ever sleep?” Leopold asked.

      “Only if I have to,” Codrin replied.  “What’s up?”

      “Something you said a few months back has been bothering me.  You told me about Cologne, Germany.  You said it was the center of all of this and that hundreds of thousands of kids’ lives were on the line.”

      “Cologne might have cooled recently, but there was some serious activity this last decade.  The German police recently busted a child porn site with 400,000 members.”

      “I heard about that.”

      “When the site went down, do you think all those cockroaches just threw up their hands and said, ‘Okay, looks like that’s over’?” Codrin asked.  “No, they didn’t.  A new one has sprung up, I’m sure of it.  I just can’t find it.”

      “Maybe it’s not on the Clearnet.”

      “The new site will need to be indexed to be accessible to as many users as possible.  But a mirror site could also be non-indexed and living on the dark web.  I’m in a few chat rooms, trying to find whatever exists in the world.  But the things these guys say, the things they talk about doing, make my skin crawl.  Sometimes, I’m not sure I’m cut out for this.”

      Leopold sighed, hanging his head.  His teeth hurt, his head hurt, and his ribs had a phantom ache where they had been broken.

      “I know what you mean,” he said.

      “How come no one is doing anything about this?” Codrin asked.

      “We are, Codrin.  We are.  I’m leaving for the airport in a few minutes, but I wanted to check in with you first.”

      “You say we’re doing something, but there’s only a handful of us.”

      “That’s growth,” Leopold said.  “And we’re not just a handful of people.  We are now nine people, including you.”

      “That’s not enough to stop this,” Codrin said, sounding tired for the first time.

      “We are making a dent by going after management.  And we are cutting the heads off the snakes as you’ve seen, but I agree, there are too many in this world to contemplate most days.”

      “You wouldn’t be so level-headed if you saw what I’ve seen.”

      He proceeded to tell Leopold about a conversation that was so bad and so perverse it burned the surface of Leopold’s brain.

      “Good God, Codrin,” he said.  “I can’t take any more of this today.”

      “Me neither.  I can’t sleep.  These things I’ve seen, I think I went too far down the rabbit hole.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Some of these human nightmares…Leopold, they’re…they’re eating children.”

      He felt the weight of his soul sink.  It was so heavy with pain.

      “I know,” he replied softly.

      “You knew about this?”

      “That is why I started this team,” Leopold explained.  “Because this has to stop, and no one was taking the initiative.”

      “How do we get our arms around something this size?”

      “By killing one monster at a time, and by never giving up.”

      “I was so proud that we stopped the red room in Prague and that we got something like 1,400 emails.  But I’ve found five more red rooms since then.  Many of the guests are protected men and women, people with deep pockets and incredible influence.”

      “Now you feel my pain,” Leopold said.

      “And yet we’ve only started going after these people.”

      “In Prague, I nearly lost my life.  This is a dangerous world in which we operate, and we’re rabbits hunting wolves.  There is a futility in it all that may, in the end, doom us all.”

      “I can see that now.  So, when does it become too much?  When do we realize we cannot stop them all?”

      “We never stop, Codrin.  If it gets tough, we double down and see if we can cut the ranks, take out the supply lines, go after the financial infrastructure, and cripple the entire system.”

      He was quiet for a moment.  “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you believe in evil?”

      “I didn’t before,” Leopold answered, “but I do now.”

      “I do, too,” he said.

      “How soon can you get me that intel on Jochen Selge?”

      “I have most of it ready.  I’ll have it to you within the hour.”

      Leopold activated the speakerphone feature, then punched a few buttons and accessed the email he received from Selge.  “I also need everything you can get on Elmar Harfouch.  He lives in Cologne.”

      He read Codrin the man’s address and place of employment.

      “Is he a person of interest?” Codrin asked.

      “He’s our only person of interest at this point, so I would like to have as much intel as I can get my hands on by the time we reach Germany.”

      “Are we trying to track Matthias Selge down alive, or has he been found dead?”

      “Alive is the assumption for now.  I’ll let you know if that changes.”

      “I’ll check with Cologne’s social services programs, see if he’s checked into a shelter or shown up anywhere else.”

      “That’s good thinking,” Leopold said.  “While you’re checking on Elmar, find out how many guests of the state he has had.  And then look for anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Are we establishing a pattern?”

      “I’m trying,” Leopold said.  “But I’m also fishing for reasons, motive, and potential leads.”

      “Will the entire team be present?”

      “Cira is on the way, Yergha and Esty booked flights and will be joining her soon, and I’m about to pick up Atlas and Kiera.”

      “I’d love to come with you guys one day.  You know, work on-site, side-by-side.”

      “And lug around all that hardware?”

      “Most of what I do is on a laptop,” Codrin said.

      “What is your height?”

      “About two meters.”

      “Weight?”

      “70 kilograms.  Which”—he started tapping buttons—“is about 155 pounds, American.”

      “Yeah, you’re too skinny,” Leopold said without pretense.  “If you want to be here, you need to think like a field operative.  Where you’re at—unless you make a catastrophic error—is what keeps you safe.  No one will stumble upon you looking for us.”

      “I was thinking about that.”

      “Can you fight?”

      “I’ve been in a few fights,” Codrin said, “and I only lost one.”

      “Yeah, you’re best at home or wherever you are.  I have to make some calls, Codrin.  I’ll call for an update when I land in Virginia.”

      “Okay,” Codrin said, sounding dejected.

      Leopold considered the hacker’s feelings now that he was part of the team.  He decided to offer the kid an explanation.

      “Yergha was in the hospital for more than a month for multiple injuries.  Esty was almost raped and killed in Juárez.  I was nearly beaten to death in Prague.  And Kiera was shot running a job in South Africa before joining us in Prague.  And Atlas can take a beating like no one else I’ve seen.”

      “I know all this,” Codrin said.

      “This isn’t a good life for most of us, but we’re working at it with each job.  You have a role, and you’re on the team here, so know your lane, stay in it, and win your tasks.  Do that, and we’re all good.  Fail me, and you fail out of my organization.  Do you understand?”

      “I do,” Codrin said.  “Thanks for taking the time to talk to me.”

      “Always,” he said as Ethan walked into the room with a look on his face.  “I’ve got to go.  I’ll call you when I land in Virginia.”

      When he hung up, he looked at Ethan thoughtfully and said, “Did something happen to the car?”

      “It’s not that, sir,” Ethan said.  “The FBI is here to see you.”
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      Making the best of his stay in the transitional cell, Atlas worked out, cleared his mind, and began to think like a warrior again.  Then Blane showed up and said, “Warden wants you back in gen pop.”

      “Now?”

      “Now,” Blane said.

      He hooked Atlas’ wrists and walked him to his original cell where a guy was sleeping on the top bunk.  From what Atlas could see, he was a normal-looking white guy in his late twenties, early thirties.  Fortunately, he had no tattoos, no strange haircut, nothing out of the ordinary.

      “You gonna make a big deal about the bed?” Blane asked.

      He didn’t care about the top bunk anymore, not after the problems his territorial nature had cost him.

      “Nope.”

      When Blane opened the cell door, Atlas crawled into the bottom bunk without saying a word to the new guy.

      Blane left, and the new guy rolled over and said, “So, you’re the killer ex-cop?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “That must be something else.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “No matter what you do, no one will side with you in here, and no one will ever like or trust you because you were once law enforcement.”

      “Welcome to my world, kid.”

      “I ain’t your kid.”

      “Whatever.”

      Nothing more was said between them and Atlas slept through the entire night.  The next day he opened his eyes and found the guy kneeling in front of him, staring.

      Instinctively, Atlas punched him in the face.

      The guy dragged him out of bed and put the kind of beat down on him that he had put down on Baxter.  After what he had survived with Kortner, his inability to stop the attack was embarrassing.  No matter his efforts, he couldn’t get the upper hand.

      The blows kept coming, each as blistering as the last, and no matter how many times he tried counterpunching or blocking the incoming shots, he had no answer.  When he finally went down, he went down hard.  Lying on his back, his shoulder cranked against the toilet, he felt his mouth bleeding.  And the new guy?  He hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      “They told me you like to rough up your cellmates, and that the last two guys in your house died.”

      “They did,” he said, sitting up and touching his lip where it was split.

      “With such a high mortality rate, and you hogging the hole, the warden felt I would be a good fit for you.”

      “What did you do to get into NorCal?”

      “Self-defense, although the state didn’t see it that way.”

      “Do they ever?” Atlas asked.

      “Were you here for self-defense?”

      “Triple homicide.”

      “I know all about you, Hargrove.  You’re a hero to a lot of people, but an absolute piece of shit to a lot more of them.  I wonder, which man will you be in here?”

      “With you?”  He nodded.  “A piece of shit if you keep watching me while I sleep, you fucking creep.”

      The man laughed.  “I just wanted to see what you’d do, and then I decided it was time to show you who is the boss.  Now that the matter has been settled, I think we will probably get along fine.”

      “You want to be friends?” Atlas asked as he sat up, cynical.

      “Of course not,” the man laughed.

      “Then quit running your mouth, you’re giving me a headache.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “What’s your name, fish?”

      “Alexander Gordon,” he said.

      “The UFC fighter?”

      “Former military out on honorable discharge, but better known to the American public as a disgraced UFC fighter.”

      “Yeah, they called you the Sadistic Scot,” Atlas said, sitting on his bunk.

      “Now they call me the Sidelined Scot.”

      “You aren’t even Scottish.”

      “My grandfather was from Glasgow, and my grandmother was from Sicily.  She had immigrated to New York where the two of them met.  Anyway, I laid shame on Scotland, which has bothered me most.  My family was proud of me once upon a time.  I was a war hero and a championship fighter.”

      “And now?”

      “Some of them have disowned me.”

      “That asshole that kept gouging your eyes in that fight a few years back in Sacramento, was that the guy you killed?”

      “Good guess,” Gordon said.  “I was pissed.  I can’t stand dirty fighters, and that guy was as dirty as they come.  He went for my eyes on purpose, the same as he did to other guys.  All you have to do is watch a couple of fight reels to know that was coming.  I let it go at first because I didn’t want to hold onto that kind of hate, but then I ran into him a year ago in a bar in the city and you know what that guy did?”

      Atlas shook his head.

      “He kept laughing and touching his eye.  Then he got his friends to do it, too.  And after that, he sent this super-hot broad to pick up on me long enough to say she didn’t date guys with bad eyes.”

      “But your eyes are fine, right?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “So?”

      “So, I waited outside the bar, took three of them on, made it hurt like a bitch.”

      “You aren’t in here because you kicked a few guys’ asses.”

      “Okay, I made it hurt before I made sure they’d never feel anything again.”

      “All three of them?”

      Gordon nodded, then smiled.  “It felt good.  I have to tell you that.  Like when you smoked those three assholes that ran over all those kids?  That had to feel amazing.”

      “School children were lying dead all over the street.  It wasn’t amazing.  I killed those boys because they deserved it.  Because they didn’t care about what they had done.  Because they were high.  And then I was shot twice by the cops and died on the way to the hospital.”

      “Yeah, I guess that would be a buzzkill.”

      “It was exactly that.”

      “It was still the right thing to do.”

      “I thought so.”

      “Didn’t you kill the serial killer, Ronnie Beckett?”

      “Yeah, that’s true.”

      “And Baxter Kirtman?  The dude who cooked his victims with a butane torch and then ate them?”

      “He was a real peach.”

      Gordon laughed like he was impressed.  “Man, for someone innocent, you sure racked up one hell of a kill list.”

      “I wish I could say I was proud of it.”

      “You aren’t?”

      He got up and spit blood in the sink, then he rinsed his mouth with sink water.  “I joined the force to serve my community and protect people in this life, not kill them.”

      Gordon hopped up on his bunk and said, “Well, now you can say you’ve done both.”

      “Hargrove,” a guard he didn’t recognize said, “you have visitors.”

      Atlas walked to the cell door and gave him his wrists.  The guard secured them too tightly as if to make a point.

      “Ease up, will you?” Atlas said.

      “Can’t be too sure with you.  At least, that’s what they say.”

      Before the guard took him, Gordon said, “I hear you have a thing about the top bunk.  You want it back?”

      Atlas glanced up at it, thought about how he had nearly beaten Baxter Kirtman to death for taking it, then shook his head and said, “No, but thanks.”

      “We’re not friends,” the Scot said.

      “I know,” Atlas replied.

      The guard walked him out of his cell and down the block heading to visitation.  “How are those restraints?” he asked.

      “About as tight as your mom.”

      He laughed.  “That tight?”

      “Tough times for a woman who gets no love.”

      “When she had me, she stopped having babies because I was the best.”

      “Until you weren’t.”

      “Unlike your mother, my mother is proud of me.”

      “Does she give you milk and cookies when you visit the nursing home?”

      “At least my mom’s alive.”

      Atlas drew a sharp breath.  The circumstances surrounding his mother’s death always bothered him.  He never said anything about it, but it was a sore subject when he was forced to think about it.

      “Your mother will be alive long enough to see you get your ass kicked if you keep spewing garbage out of that stupid-looking hole in your stupid-looking face.”

      “They don’t take too kindly to inmates threatening guards,” he said.  “I may be the new guy, but at least I know that.”

      “Guys like me can spot pansy-ass guards like you a mile away.  You’re a limp dick with a mouth.  The kind of guy who will go down quickly.  The squirmy little weasel who will cry when he gets punched in the head one too many times.”

      The guard grabbed and jerked his cuffs, which dug into the skin.  “You don’t scare me, convict.”

      “I will,” Atlas growled.

      “You want to see your wife and kid?  Because that’s who’s here.  Keep acting as if I’m one of the other scumbags in this place and I’ll walk your dumb ass back to your cell and you won’t see anyone.”

      “On the street, I’d make you swallow your teeth.”

      “That’s your last warning.”

      He bit his lip.

      The guard stopped him, then turned to face him.  He looked at Atlas eye to eye, and when Atlas blinked, the guard smiled like he had established both dominance and control.

      Atlas hated this part of the game, and though he didn’t want to play, he knew he would because he wanted so desperately to see his family.  That’s when the guard jerked on Atlas’ cuffed wrists again, hard enough to make it sting.

      Without thinking, he head-butted the guard right in the kisser, then kicked him sideways in the knee, causing the man to cry out as his knee buckled.  Atlas then threw a ferocious kick at the downed guard, and though he could have caught him flush on the chin instead of connecting, he stopped his boot half an inch from the guard’s face.

      “That’s what restraint looks like, screw.  Maybe if you tried to use some, you and I—”

      Suddenly, Atlas was hit from behind with a baton, and then he had his knees kicked out.  He crashed to the floor as a big set of hands took hold of him.  Whoever hit him was now dragging him backward.  The guard barked at him to get up, so he did.  He was then spun around and pushed back to his cell like the bad prisoner that he was.

      On the way inside his cell, he was punched in the kidney so hard he tried to suck in a breath but got nowhere.

      The door slammed shut, and the guard said, “Give me your wrists.”

      He turned, saw Blane, and wanted to kill the guy.

      When he could breathe again, and as Blane finished removing the restraints, Atlas said, “I can mind my own business just fine, but keep that antagonistic clown off my back, or I’m going to break my foot off in his ass.”

      “I’ll say goodbye to your visitors for you,” Blane said before leaving.

      Atlas let out a loud, guttural growl that echoed throughout the prison, and then he punched the concrete wall hard three times.

      “You’re wound tighter than a golf ball, partner,” Gordon said.

      “Not now, Braveheart.”

      An hour later, Blane returned.  “The warden wants to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “The feds are back.”

      He let Blane restrain him.  This time, he did a reasonable job of applying the cuffs.

      “Same guys as last time?” Atlas asked.

      “I think so, yeah.”

      “But it’s the dinner hour.”

      “You’ve had more than enough food lately.”

      As enraged as he was, the idea of talking to the feds again had him scrambling for balance and clarity.

      Blane walked him to the warden’s office, knocked twice, then entered.  The two of them entered, but instead of both feds being there, Atlas was met by the one he liked least.  “Not-So-Special Agent Anders Ellis,” he said.

      Ellis stood up. “Can you either take us to a secure location or leave me the office, Warden?”

      “You can have the office, but if you so much as touch him this time, I will be filing a formal complaint.”

      “My actions last time were inexcusable.”

      “That’s putting it lightly, Ellis.”  Richardson looked at Atlas and said, “Blane and I will be outside this door if you need us.”

      Atlas nodded.

      When Richardson closed the door, Atlas said, “No hello?  No how have you been?  What happened to decorum in these matters?”

      “What happened to your face?”

      “Same thing that always happens when I’m let back in gen pop.  So, whatever you’re here for, get to the point.  I’m hungry and it’s almost chow time.”

      “We have the names of the guards who let you out of here,” Ellis said.  “The warden is also involved, it seems.  That means we know the players and the racket.”

      “You have a story you can tell a kid one day, but fairy tales don’t hold up in court.”

      Ellis smiled, his demeanor calm and in control.  “A guy like you can get away with a lot because you’re at the end of the line here.  No parole, no way out, nothing worse than this place except old age.”

      “Spend 3 months in solitary confinement and talk to me then.”

      He held up his hands and said, “I get it, you’re tough.  And I know you’ve got a temper and the balls to back it up.”

      “Then why are you here?  To play junior federal agent with me?  If you had anything substantial, you’d go to a judge with it, maybe even get a court order to question the staff.”

      “I don’t need a court order.  One of the guards came forward and clarified things for me.  I just want to bounce them off of you, see how well we got it.”

      Atlas yawned, his stomach growling from hunger.

      “You had dirt on Warden Dicampli.”

      “I didn’t have anything on anyone,” he said.

      “Dicampli grew a conscience and ended up dead.  Then, Warden Richardson replaced him, and the word on the street was that her balls were bigger than yours, but I’m thinking that might not be the case.”

      “What’s with you and testicles?”

      “It’s an analogy.”

      “It’s starting to sound a little gay, not that anyone cares, certainly not in here.  And least of all me.  What you do in your own time is none—”

      “Shut up, Hargrove,” he said, done with the games.

      Atlas had nothing but games because games would hopefully unnerve Ellis, throw him off track, rattle him.

      “Go ahead with your Scooby-Doo summary of how you and your homie, Hirsch, think this thing went down.”

      Ellis started to speak, and the longer he spoke, the more Atlas began to understand that the two agents were assholes, and they were green, but they weren’t wrong.

      Someone here had flipped.

      “Here’s the connecting thread,” Ellis said.

      “This ought to be interesting.”

      “Oh, it is.”

      “Better than reading a book?”

      “Way better, Mr. Hargrove,” Ellis said.  “Leopold Wentworth.”

      His heart pounded but his conduct was as detached and measured as possible considering the circumstances.  “Leopold who?” he asked.

      “Leopold Wentworth is the connecting thread,” Ellis explained.  “His pilot files a flight plan to St. Petersburg, and then he files another to go to Ukraine, where a slaughter-fest of drug dealers and sex traffickers takes place.  But according to local police and witness photographs taken from an officer in the crowd, a teenage girl was found.  Kaylee Barnes.  Daughter to billionaire Halden Barnes.  No one ever told us she had been kidnapped, nor did we find a case on file.  But reports from the scene were that the girl had been taken.  Based on prison records, you were in solitary confinement at the time.”

      “That’s all very interesting, but if I have to miss a meal for this, please at least try to spice things up.”

      He held up a hand. “I’m not done yet.”

      Atlas was having a hard time not sweating.  He felt the heat building under his collar, in his armpits, along his lower back.

      “That same pilot in the same Gulfstream flew to San Francisco, and then to El Paso.  This was when a high-profile family was taken.  Congressman Camden Fox of Louisiana was busy running his border agenda on live TV when his wife and three daughters were snatched in broad daylight.  I would have taken statements from the FBI liaison, but his dead body was found, run over along the border along with about fourteen pounds of exploded crap.”

      “That’s disgusting,” Atlas said.

      “I would be more sympathetic to the man had he not been corrupt, but he was a dirty son of a bitch, his credentials notwithstanding.”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Guess where you were during all of this?”

      “In my cell, here.”

      “No, in solitary confinement.”

      Atlas felt the sweat in his arms darkening his button-up shirt.  Along his lower back, the fabric was sticking to his skin.

      “Sources close to Congressman Fox gave him a name and number to call.  Can you guess the name?”

      “Leopold Wentworth.”

      He clapped his hands hard, the sound echoing like a gunshot, and then he pointed right at Atlas and said, “Bingo.”

      “What do I win?”

      “You get first prize, which is the right to sit there and shut the fuck up until I’m done.”

      Atlas sat back and grinned.

      “So, now, we go to Prague.  By jet, of course.  A new Gulfstream registered to one of Wentworth’s shell corporations.  It is flown in and out of San Francisco, even though no one lives here, and at the time, there is a prison benefit where the lovely Warden Kathleen Richardson is seen.  She is seen with a handsome gentleman.  Leopold Wentworth.  It would appear as though they had a good time together, all the way ‘til dawn.  After that, the jet leaves, returning to Leopold’s hometown.  And then it departs again to Prague.  It flies back again to San Francisco, then to Blacksburg, Virginia, and finally to Prague.  Wentworth checks into the Four Seasons in Prague, but he has a guest.  Cira Kingsley.  Cira has been here before, has she not?”

      Atlas said nothing.

      “That’s okay, we know she has.  But here’s the really good thing.  From the minute the jet touched down, you were in solitary confinement.  Every time.  With all three instances: Ukraine, Juárez, and Prague.  You see, that is what’s awesome about interagency cooperation, as well as full access to flight logs, phone records, police reports, and video confirmation.  It makes it so easy to work a case.  Even new guys like Hirsch and me can do this job.”

      “Where is Hirsch?”

      “Right about now, he should be paying Wentworth a visit.”

      “You going to arrest him?”

      “Maybe,” Ellis said, looking victorious.

      “So, what do you want from me?”

      “Confirmation.”

      “I can only confirm that I was in solitary confinement.  I don’t know Leopold Wentworth or this Cira woman.”

      “I have a guard willing to take the stand in a court of law.  He will say that you were in solitary confinement, but that also you weren’t.”

      “It’s his word against mine.”

      “You’re a scumbag, Atlas.  A burned-out, washed-out, sorry excuse for a cop.  You shit all over your brothers in blue, disgraced the court system when you harassed families of the victims at sentencing, and you are making a mockery of the prison system.  Do you think any right-minded justice system will give an ounce of consideration for your word?  You’re a blight on society, Mr. Hargrove.  A pestilence.  And as long as you are still breathing, this world is worse off because of it.”

      Atlas could not say anything to refute such a bold, cutting statement.

      “Your point is?” he asked.

      “You have no choice but to cooperate with us,” Ellis snapped.

      “The problem with your story, and I see only one—and this might help you—is that it’s wrong.”

      Ellis folded his arms and made an ugly smile.  “Correct it for me.”

      “I was in solitary confinement the entire time.  You saw me come out after 3 months.  I lost forty pounds of fat and muscle; I was damn near starved to death, neglected, and left to die in there.  But, you know what, Agent Ellis?”

      “Enlighten me with your divine wisdom.”

      “The body doesn’t want to die, so it conserves functions, pares down to what is necessary for survival.”

      “You can’t die, is that it?”

      “I can’t die that easily.  I wish that wasn’t the case, because I felt like I lost my mind in there.  But, to my great dismay, I did not die.  And to my delight, I did not lose my mind.”

      “So, did you file a complaint?”

      “Why would I?”

      “If you were being starved to death, why not opt for better treatment?”

      “As you so eloquently said, I’m a blight on society, a pestilence.  Who would believe a scumbag like me?”

      Ellis smiled, but it wasn’t a losing smile.  If this was a game of chess, Atlas was trying to scramble while Ellis was coming after him with his queen.

      “While you were in solitary confinement, private detectives who are currently on retainer from Wentworth found your daughter, Alabama.”

      Atlas felt his heart sink.  He was hoping Ellis wouldn’t mention his family.

      “We haven’t spoken with Alabama or her mother Jade yet, because—truth be told—that’s my ace in the hole.”

      “You must be so happy with yourself.”

      “Do I need to put your family through that?  Because all you have to do is tell me the truth and it’ll be over.  You go back to your cell, we arrest Leopold Wentworth and Kathleen Richardson, and we hunt down Cira Kingsley.  It’ll all wrap itself up nicely.  But, if you sit there like a smart-assed degenerate, stupidly denying this mountain of evidence, I will personally interrogate your family.  I will drag them through this abysmal mess you made, and then I’ll make sure that I 18 US Code 2331 your ass down into a hole so deep you’ll need to learn Chinese just to scream for help.  No one will help you because international terrorists don’t get accommodations as fancy as NorCal State Prison.  I’m talking human rights violations, intimidation of a civilian population, mass assassinations, not the least of which is the murder of an FBI agent on American soil.  You won’t have a name, age, or date of birth by the time we’re finished with you.  We’ll not only disappear you, it will be like you never existed in the first place.  So, Atlas Hargrove, do you or do you not agree with the summary of events I have presented to you today?”

      Atlas had to be honest with himself.  He hadn’t seen this coming.  Even worse, he underestimated these federal douchebags.  The choice was compelling, to be sure.  But was there a better choice?

      Smiling, nodding his head like he understood, as if the story Ellis told made sense, he said, “With everything we’ve discussed here today, as clear as you’ve been in setting forth your case, I think it’s worth saying that I know fourteen guys who would want to make love to that mouth of yours.”

      He expected Ellis to frown, maybe even get pissed off.  Instead, a bitter smile broke loose on the agent’s face and his eyes frosted over.

      Atlas continued.  “When you think about it, in a place like this, your mouth would make a better entrance than an exit because the only thing coming out of there is bullshit-scented air and G-man nonsense.  So, if you have nothing left to say, you can get bent.  And when you go, take your conspiracy theories with you because, to rational people like me, you’re coming off as a different kind of crazy.”

      “You’re about to do this the hard way, Atlas.  Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He started to walk away when Atlas let out a long sigh and said, “Okay, fine.  Just wait a second.”  Ellis stopped, turned around, and gave Atlas that expectant look.  “I lied to you, Agent Ellis.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I know fifteen guys who would enjoy making love to your face.”

      When Ellis left, he left pissed-off but with his checkmate in place.  Richardson walked in a moment later and said, “What the hell was that about?”

      “If you have any interest in self-preservation, you had better get on the phone with Leopold and figure out something fast, because our little world is about to come to a swift and shameful end.”
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      Case Study: Subject 13224

      Subject Name: Hugo Fairbanks

      Age: 9 years old

      Location: Downy Hills - Interview Room 2B

      Video: Lot 1 - Session: 37

      Date: 06/26/1996

      Interview: Dr. Joseph Brandt, Ph.D.

      Highlighted Section: 2

      Transcript

      

      NOTE: Subject is uncooperative, but appears to be of sound mind.  Subject began spitting on orderlies.  Orderlies: B. Jo Lange and F. Chapa restrained subject; Orderly A. Olds struck the patient – recommended leave of absence pending investigation.

      

      SESSION BEGINS

      

      Dr. Brandt: We need to talk about your future, Hugo.  Do you want to go back to your house?  To your foster family?  [Subject shakes head, no]  Are you afraid you will try to hurt them?

      

      Fairbanks: I’m not afraid.

      

      Dr. Brandt: But you will hurt them?

      

      Fairbanks: Yes.

      

      Dr. Brandt: When?

      

      Fairbanks: When it’s dark.

      

      Dr. Brandt: What should we do with you, then?

      

      Fairbanks: Just throw me away, and I’ll find my way this time.

      

      Dr. Brandt: And what then? You have nothing. No one wants you, and you said that you don’t even want you. [Subject shrugs shoulders nonchalantly] You’re a damaged child, a violent force in the household, probably a waste of my time and the state’s resources.  Do you want to throw away your only chance at having a family and being normal?

      

      Fairbanks: I will never be normal.  I will be the opposite of normal.

      

      Dr. Brandt: Good children learn their manners.  They respect their elders.  They do as they are told.  That is normal.  Most parents looking for someone else’s unwanted child—that’s you—need normal.  We’ve talked about this before, Hugo.  Do you want to try to understand the difference between right and wrong and one day to be a productive member of society?  Or do you want to live your life like an outcast, some kind of degenerate?

      

      Fairbanks: [Subject glares at Brandt for 1 full minute, unblinking; Brandt appears uneasy]  Degenerate.

      

      *Transmission feed cut.

      

      END SESSION
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      Leopold woke up feeling refreshed and ready to hunt, save lives, and kill if necessary.  He slept like crap, though.  He was dreaming of being beaten up, screamed at, and shooting people point blank in their living rooms.  Prague wasn’t his first kill.  He had killed Warden Dicampli, but the stress, anxiety, and emptiness he felt weren’t this bad.  He had nightmares after killing Dicampli, and he suffered a crisis of conscience, but he also knew this was to be expected after taking a life.  But Prague damn near broke him.  For a while, it had broken him.

      He reminded himself that he had a fresh start, a chance to deaden his nerves, acclimate his senses to violence, and focus on something more than himself, the alcohol, and his desire to be with Kathleen.  It was also a chance to create some better memories over the last ones and live with something different.

      He told himself a boy was missing, a 14-year-old boy whose only hope for survival fell into the hands of Leopold and his crew.

      “This is a good mission,” he told his reflection in the bathroom mirror that morning.  He locked eyes with his reflection, unblinking, his heart swelling with purpose.  “It will add to the good column, the just column, the moral column.  You can do this.  You need to do this.”

      He got started making calls, ending with a call to Codrin.  Then he saw the look on Ethan’s face and it changed everything.  To Codrin, Leopold had said, “I’ve got to go.  I’ll call you in Virginia.”

      He disconnected the call, looked at Ethan, and said, “Did something happen to the car?”

      “It’s not that, sir,” Ethan said.  “The FBI is here to see you.”

      “Are they in the house?”

      “No, sir.  The guard called up to the main house and asked if he should let him through.  There is only one agent.  Special Agent Mike Hirsch.”

      “Have the guard ask if he has a warrant,” Leopold said.  “And tell the kitchen staff to bring cheese and crackers outside, along with a couple of beers.  In the spirit of playing nice with our guest, see if the Sam Adams Utopias decanter is chilled.”

      “Yes, sir.”  Ethan returned a moment later.  “No warrant on the agent and the cheese and crackers are on the way.”

      “The beer?”

      “Chilled and ready for consumption, sir.”

      “I’m assuming the staff knows to bring two glasses.”

      “I informed them,” Ethan said.

      Leopold thanked the man.  “Alright, then, let the agent in.”

      The security guard escorted Agent Hirsch to the main house.  Virginia delivered him to the back porch where hors d'oeuvres and drinks had arrived.

      He stood when the agent stepped outside.  “Agent Hirsch?” Leopold said.

      “Hello, Mr. Wentworth,” he said, extending a hand.  The two of them shook hands and Leopold motioned for him to have a seat.   “I appreciate you allowing me here after having shown up unannounced.”

      “No problem, Agent.  Where are you coming from?”

      “Akron, Ohio.”

      “That’s not too far,” he said.  “Please, sit down and have a little something to eat.  This cheese is to die for.”

      Hirsch sat down, suspicious of Leopold’s hospitality but trying not to show it.  Leopold pushed him a chilled beer glass which caused Hirsch to look at the Sam Adams ceramic decanter.  He started to look away, but then he took a closer look.  “Is this the Utopias?”

      “It is,” Leopold grinned.

      “Did you give this to me by accident?”

      “I was going to have it for myself before you arrived.  I’ve been drinking a lot lately, too much I’m told by more responsible people, so perhaps we share the bottle and I save myself the extra calories.”

      “It looks like a copper brewing kettle,” Hirsch said, touching the exotic container.

      “There were only seventy-seven crates ever brewed,” Leopold said.

      “Is that right?”

      “Those are the facts, my friend.”

      Leopold opened the decanter, smelled the beer, then pushed it to Hirsch.  He smelled it, then sat back in stunned disbelief.  “Wow, are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      Leopold poured the man a glass of beer, pushed it his way, then poured himself a beer as well.  Hirsch took a sip of the craft beer then sat back in blissful reflection.  “That’s good.”

      “Right?” he said.

      “I see why it’s the most sought-after beer in the world, according to some.”

      “Did you know that this beer is banned in fifteen states due to the high alcohol by volume?  This is twenty-eight percent whereas most beers are only five percent.”

      “Is it illegal here?” Hirsch asked.

      “Yes, it is.”

      The agent laughed, took another pull, then gazed longingly at the cheese and crackers.

      “They’re not to be stared at, Agent Hirsch.  Please, dig in.”

      When the agent looked at the food with suspicious eyes, Leopold pulled the plate his way and fixed himself a snack.  After that, Hirsch followed suit.  If it was safe for Leopold, it was safe for Hirsch.

      “Do you believe in coincidences, Mr. Wentworth?”

      “Of course I do, Agent Hirsch.”

      The agent shook his head but couldn’t suppress a laugh.  “You’re not who I expected you to be.”

      “Did you expect me to lie to you and say what everyone else says?”

      “I didn’t think anyone believed in coincidences anymore.  I was wrong.  Here you are, in the flesh, the exception to the rule.”

      “Rare beer, expensive cheeses, the most unusual people.  Aren’t you glad you made the trip from Akron?”

      Hirsch took another sip from his beer.  “That’s yet to be determined.”

      “Ask me your questions, Agent.”

      “I’m working in tandem with the CIA and INTERPOL to help track down various unsolved cases.  Normally the bureau wouldn’t get involved in agency work, but interagency cooperation is a big thing these days.  No one cares as much about dick-measuring contests as they used to.”

      “Sure they do,” Leopold said.

      “When it comes to solving cases, Leopold, closure rates trump chest-thumping.  We’re not all Neanderthals or prima donnas anymore.”

      Leopold took a generous sip of beer, then said, “If you say so.”

      “What do you do for a living, Mr. Wentworth?”

      “I started a block-chain company.”

      “I spoke with your partner, and he said you made him an offer to sell your stake in the company.”

      “He didn’t tell me the two of you spoke,” Leopold said, trying not to show his surprise or irritation.

      “Only on the phone,” Hirsch replied, laying a slice of cheese on his cracker, “he was very cooperative.  I haven’t met the man, but I’m sure he’s just as charming and forthcoming in real life.”

      “I did make the offer.”

      “Did he take it?” Hirsch asked before stuffing his mouth.

      “Are you here to discuss business with me, Agent Hirsch, or is this small talk?”

      “The FBI doesn’t make small talk.”

      “They claim not to have a sense of humor either, but when I look at that shirt and tie combination, I would have to disagree with the statement.”

      Hirsch looked down at the purple tie and soft green shirt but didn’t seem to agree.  “Be that as it may, we served the FAA with warrants and managed to obtain this year’s flight log for both of your Gulfstream G650s.”

      “Why would you do that?” he asked.

      “Why do you think?”

      “Do you always answer a question with a question?”

      Hirsch sipped his beer, burped lightly, then said, “When it suits me.”

      “I know people well, and what I’ve seen of you makes me think you’re an arrogant little man.”

      Hirsch pointed at him and said, “That’s a solid assessment.”

      “You may proceed with your questions,” he said.

      The barrage of questions came all at once and at a pace that nearly overwhelmed him.  Hirsch knew everything, which meant Leopold hadn’t just run some dodgy ops, he’d also put his life, his freedom, his money, and his team in harm’s way.

      Guys like Hirsch took pleasure in demolishing the castles of guys like Leopold, which was exactly what he liked doing to guys who kidnapped, sold, and killed kids for a living.  Leopold didn’t blame the agent for doing his job.  He only wished he wasn’t so good at it.

      “Now that I’ve painted you into a corner,” Hirsch said, “I’m curious to hear your side of the matter.”

      “You seem to understand how to build a solid case, but no agent worth their salt would lay things out so precisely and succinctly as you just did to their target.  I am your target, am I not?”

      “You are,” he said with a half-chewed cracker in his mouth.

      “I think your superiors would put a stake in your career for such a transgression.  That can only mean two things.  First, you don’t have a case you can present to the courts that will be open and shut enough, and you are desperate to find another string to pull.”

      “It’s not that,” Hirsch said.  “You’ve heard the evidence.  And my superiors have not seen a case so worthy of prosecution in their lives.  They don’t care what I say to you, only that I find out who else you work with.”

      “Or two,” Leopold continued, indifferent, “this is an off-the-books job, and you were hired by people who don’t want to prosecute but instead want to assassinate.”

      Hirsch burst into uproarious laughter, but then he settled down, and that’s when Leopold saw it: option two was the reality.

      “Who are you working for, Agent Hirsch?  Because you sure as hell aren’t on the FBI’s clock right now.”

      “You’re now falling into the category of conspiracy nut.”

      “Ethan!” Leopold barked.

      He knew right where Ethan would be.  His time in the military prepared him to spot, assess, and deal with known threats.  This man was now a known threat.  Ethan appeared from around the corner promptly.

      “Please escort this nuisance out of my home, and if he doesn’t cooperate, make him cooperate.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      With one hand behind his back in a polite gesture, he waved an upraised palm toward the front door and said, “After you, Agent Hirsch.”

      Hirsch just sat there, looking at Leopold with cold eyes and a slash for a mouth.  “You are about to choose a very painful path, Mr. Wentworth.”

      “Ethan, if Agent Hirsch doesn’t get up and head your way within the next 5 seconds, please throw him out with force.”

      “Really?” Hirsch asked.  “And here I thought we were getting along so well.”

      “You took a dump in the punch bowl, Mike.  So it’s time to leave.”

      Ethan walked over, grabbed Hirsch by his ear, then hauled him out of his seat and moved him to the front door.  Leopold stood and made sure he left.  At the door, Hirsch made a show of resisting and trying to defend himself, but Ethan was tasked with the order of throwing him out of the house.  He took the order literally.  Fortunately, Leopold was there to see it.  The man was shoved out of the house by the seat of his trousers.  He landed in the dirt on his hands and knees.

      “Next time, show up with a warrant,” Leopold called out.

      “You just assaulted a federal agent,” Hirsch hissed as he shot to his feet.  His face was brewing with hostility, so many vile insults on tap, but all the man could do was stare at his scuffed knees and scraped palms and try not to rage.

      “I asked you to leave and you refused,” Leopold said.  “You drank my illegal beer, so much I had to ask you to stop, and then you began to harass me, threaten me, and cause me to feel like my physical person was under threat.  You saw it, didn’t you, Ethan?”

      “It was disturbing,” Ethan replied, glaring at the man.

      The agent stood there for a moment, hating them both, then he turned and stalked off.  Leopold stepped off the patio, reached down and grabbed a walnut-sized river rock from his landscaping, and threw it at the agent.  It landed close enough to make him jump.  When he spun around and looked back, Ethan crossed his arms and met his childish glare.  Hirsch shook his head, then continued down the property where the guard let him out.

      “Now that playtime is over…” Ethan said.

      “Thank you, Ethan.  I’ll be ready to leave in 10 minutes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      When he got into the Bentley, Leopold called Richardson.  She answered right away.  “Are you here?”

      “Not yet,” he said.  “I was temporarily detained by Agent Hirsch, with the FBI.”

      “I heard he was at your house.”

      “By whom?”

      “His scumbag partner.  He was here trying to pin down Atlas.”

      “How’d he do?”

      “Atlas said he did fine,” Richardson said.  “Can you handle this mess?  Because it’s starting to spiral out of control.”

      “I think I can, but as you said, it’s getting a bit wonky.”

      “How soon until you get here?” she asked.  He was grateful to hear that she had finally abandoned her position.

      “Can you stay late?  I should be at the prison after lights-out.”

      “I’ll come back to oversee the transfer,” she answered.  “As much as I hate the idea of seeing you again—and I am truly loathing it—the only thing I want to hear from you is how you plan on getting us out of this mess.”

      “I should have an answer for you tonight.”
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      Nina hadn’t received a call from Willy Kortner for several days.  That was long enough for her to worry that something was wrong.  With so much inventory flooding into the warehouse, she lost track of him long enough to chastise herself for the oversight.  She reached out to Luther Schulz, the man who put her in contact with Kortner, apprising him of the situation.

      “I’ll check with our main channels of influence, see what I can come up with,” Schulz said.  “It might take a day or two.”

      “That’s okay,” Nina said.  “I appreciate your help.”

      When she hung up, she looked at the two files lying on her desk.  She pulled the first file her way, opening it to a mug shot of Atlas Hargrove.

      “Did Kortner kill you yet?” she muttered to herself.

      She was assured that Kortner was the right man for the job, but had she underestimated Hargrove?  She studied Atlas’ file ad nauseam, but now she closed the file and slid it aside.  She took the other file, opened it, and found herself looking at a beautiful, brown-skinned woman who looked to be of South American origin.  It was only a guess, but it was an educated guess.  The vile woman didn’t have a name.  All attempts to gather information on her led to dead ends, but that didn’t mean she didn’t need to die.  What Atlas and this woman did to her half-sister in Prague was unforgivable.

      “Don’t worry, you lovely, hideous creature,” she said, thinking of the South American gem, “we will get you, and then we’ll gut you.”

      Nina turned on the computer, pulled up the video file, and hit play.  She sat back in her chair and watched as Atlas and the brown-skinned girl burst into Prague’s red room and cut off the executioner’s head.  She increased the volume and listened to what Atlas said.  She said the same thing as he did, word for word, with nearly the same cadence.

      “This is what is going to happen to all of you!” Atlas and Nina growled together.  “We’re coming for you, and we’re going to kill you.”

      When the feed cut, she closed the video, looked down at Atlas’ closed file, and said, “Not if we kill you first.”  She opened the file folder and looked at his face.  She knew every line, crevice, and pore.  Her hatred for him had become a palpable thing, something larger than she.  She hammered his photo with a fist, blood and heat rising to her cheeks.

      Devil knocked on the office door, startling her.  She waved him in but refused to look too long at him.  When she did, she saw that his pupils were the size of dinner plates.

      “What are you looking at?” he asked, eyeing the photograph.

      “A dead man,” she said, turning her attention back to Atlas.

      Devil looked over the desk at the file’s photograph.  “Oh, yeah, him.”

      Nina looked up and studied him.  “Did you take VK3?”

      “Of course not,” he lied.

      “You’re doing blow in the middle of a workday?” Nina asked, aghast.  “In the afternoon no less?”

      “The cocaine sample we received is the best I’ve ever had,” Devil said.  “This was from Venezuela, right?”

      “How much have you had?” she asked.

      He laughed that lofty, empty laugh.  “We could make our form of VK3 with the emphasis on pure Columbian cocaine.  We could call it VK4.  Maybe even a version of it laced with a pinch of fentanyl.  That could be VK5…”

      She shook her head, tired of these petty, dangerous dreams.

      “You have no idea what you’re doing, Hugo,” Nina barked, slamming the laptop shut.  “To the right person, fentanyl will take them to other galaxies, but to the wrong person, it will put them in the ground.  We cannot control recreational addicts or junkies like we can control our supply of babies or the exclusivity of our clientele.”

      “Don’t you get tired of seeing them?  Draining them?  All those brown kids?”

      “All blood is red, Hugo.”

      “No shit.”

      “Don’t forget where your money comes from.”

      “You were right.  We can leverage our money better with cocaine.  But if we produce VK4 with pure cocaine, it’s still a large market where we can raise prices and demand.”

      “We have plenty of money, Hugo.  Don’t be stupid or greedy.  Greed will get you caught because when you go too big, as my sister Diana did, you get on someone’s radar.  Then they scrub you if you don’t scrub them first.”

      “Like this Atlas Hargrove character?”

      “Do not say that man’s name in my presence!”

      “How did you find out it was this guy who killed Diana anyway?” Devil said, unmoved by her outburst.

      “We are connected,” she said.

      Nina had used her contacts inside INTERPOL to acquire video footage of the people responsible for killing Diana.  When she watched the video of the man and woman heading into the spa, then fighting their way out, she recognized Atlas from the red room video where she had previously sent kids she could no longer use for her blood supply.  When she reached out to a friend, he sent her the video of Atlas.  How this man had killed her sister and desecrated Prague’s best red room was astounding.

      She later learned that the other executioner was killed.  He was the bigger, more disgusting one, and he was found cut in half with a chainsaw in his home.  According to her sources, he was two slabs of beef in a lake of his blood.  Local officers said they had never seen anything like it.  She scoffed at the statement.  She had seen plenty of hacked-up bodies.

      With the help of photo manipulation and restoration experts, INTERPOL received touched-up images from an otherwise grainy video snapshot of this psychopath and his girlfriend.  They then used facial recognition software to identify standard face-scanning markers, and that’s when they came up with Atlas Hargrove as the man who killed Diana.

      Nina studied this man extensively using media reports and footage from America to get to know him.  He was an unhinged lunatic, but he was also a father and a former husband.  She tracked him to NorCal State Prison, which she didn’t understand.

      How could he be in two places at once?

      A few favors and too many bribes later, she managed to get Willy Kortner where she needed him to be.  From there, Nina paid Kortner’s mother a handsome sum for her son to kill Atlas Hargrove.

      “Didn’t you send someone to kill him?” Devil asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Is he dead yet?”

      She shook her head, unsure.  “I’ve got a call into—” The phone rang, interrupting her.  “Oh, this is him.”

      Devil sat down, reclined, and crossed his ankle over his knee.

      “Hello?” Nina said.

      “Your guy is dead,” Schulz said.

      She sat up fast.  “Hargrove or Kortner?”

      “Kortner was beaten to death inside the prison, then shot in the head to cover it up.  We forced him in, drawing a bunch of red flags.  If we’d had more time...”

      Nina felt the explosion of rage in her chest as she fought to stay calm.  “How do you know this for sure?”

      “My contact told me the feds leaned heavily on one of the guards.  Looks like we have an inside man now.  He told the feds everything.”

      “How did you turn a guard so quickly?” she asked in awe.

      “Anything done online these days, which is most everything, leaves a trail,” Schulz said. “You just need to know where to look and how deep to look there.”

      “So you’re blackmailing him?”

      “Yes,” he said.  It sounded like he was smiling.

      “What do you have on this guard?” she asked.

      “He has been sending dick pics to a young girl who used to babysit for him.  She is of age in America, and he and his wife have an open marriage, but he does not want that marriage to end for financial reasons, nor does he want his babysitter’s parents to know what he has done.”

      Nina felt herself slumping in her chair.  “I’m heartbroken, but I’m also envious of you.  It was that easy to get to him?”

      “All you have to do is find out what is most important to a person, and then you threaten to take it away.  But you cannot be bluffing.  You must be willing to walk that walk.”

      “We must find what Atlas cherishes most, then.”

      “I’ve already found it.”

      “His family?”

      “Yes.”

      “Show me.”

      “Okay, hang on,” he said.

      Her computer pinged, indicating she had a new email.  She opened the secure email then accessed the file.  She opened the images and saw pictures of a beautiful woman named Jade.  There was also a pretty teen girl named Alabama.

      “She’s cute,” Devil said, eyeing Alabama.

      Nina pushed him away from the computer.  He fell into a chair like a sullen child.

      “Who’s the good-looking guy?” Nina asked her contact.

      “Boyfriend turned full-time lover.  Looking at him, I don’t blame Jade.  Atlas is good-looking but a dead end as far as husbands go.  But this guy…Rocco Rosato, it says…”

      Devil looked at her, at the slight flush in her neck and cheeks, the starry eyes, and the almost breathless way she was describing this mystery man.

      “Ew,” Devil said.

      She waved him off, then said to her friend, “I almost want him for myself.”

      “Let me know if you need another plant in NorCal.  It’ll be a bit slower, but I think I can arrange it.”

      “How much slower?”

      “There are only a few cells available, and I pressed on people who pressed on people.  That’s usually something I can only do once.  But I think there are other people we can squeeze to get it done.”

      “Thank you,” Nina said.  “I’ll be in touch.”  When she hung up, she looked Devil right in his wicked, precarious eyes.  “If I asked you to kill Atlas’ family, would you?”

      “Without hesitation,” Devil said.  “If I can do VK4.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she said, hesitant.
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      Kathleen called when Leopold was in the air heading to San Francisco.  He was shocked that she had such easy access to him.  First, she showed up at his private residence unannounced, and now she called his private number?  The warden was far more proficient than she first appeared.  He liked that about her, but it also unnerved him.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      “In the air.”

      “I just wanted to confirm you were coming.”

      “I said that I was.”

      “Why are you so stubborn?”

      “I was gifted with the trait, I suppose.”

      She scoffed at the comment, but then she said, “Someone tried to kill Atlas.”

      He felt his heart kick.  “And?”

      “Atlas killed him first.”

      “Hasn’t that happened before?” he asked.

      He remembered Dicampli saying that Atlas was a problem, but Atlas also said he had to kill to get into solitary confinement.  Was he in solitary confinement now?  Was Kathleen getting ready to hand him over to the feds, or was she going to push to keep Atlas from him?

      “It’s happened a lot.  So much so that the blame for this last attack has landed squarely on my shoulders.  The board is looking at me and wondering if—like my predecessor—I can’t keep my prisoners safe.  Live prisoners equal profit whereas dead ones are bad optics for private prisons, for-profit prisons.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you Atlas.”

      “As much as I appreciate your need to cover your ass, you don’t have a choice in the matter.  I’ll be there shortly.”

      Before she had a chance to refute him, he hung up the phone, sat back, and found that he was fighting off irritation as well as sleep.  He hadn’t been sleeping well.  He suspected it was the alcohol.  Booze tended to make his dreams more vivid, which was a problem considering the nightmares about Prague.

      If there was one thing he needed to do to get his life in order, it was to stop drinking.  He told himself he would start now.  He may have even believed the lie.

      Sleep eventually found him, and he slept well until San Francisco.  He took a chauffeured town car to NorCal State Prison, then said he was there to see Warden Richardson when asked.

      “She has gone home for the evening,” the woman said.

      “Normally, yes, she would go home.  But she is waiting for me.  I spoke with her earlier.”

      He expected more pushback from her gatekeepers, but Richardson quickly agreed to see him.

      He walked into her office, saw her lovely face, and felt his physiology change.  Was it because he had been celibate since he was with her?  Or did he like her more than he thought?  Yeah.  He liked her a lot.  That only made it harder knowing that he was there to twist her up and take Atlas.

      “You look radiant, Kathleen,” he said.

      “Stop it,” she replied.

      “I’m not sure you can make me, but I’ll do my best.”

      “I’m sure you won’t.”

      “I promise?”

      She laughed, but it was a curt, dismissive sound that stopped as quickly as it started.  “You are the most arrogant son of a bitch I’ve ever met in my life.  I mean, for the love of God, where do you get your gall?”

      “From God Himself, I’m sure.”

      The two of them fell into a conversation best described as an awkward, bumpy road that took them straight to the pros and cons of releasing Atlas.

      “You released Atlas to me before, as did Dicampli,” Leopold reasoned.  “Nothing blew back on anyone.  And it won’t blow back on you.”

      “You don’t know that, Wentworth.”

      “It’s Leopold,” he said.  “And I do know that.  Did I keep my word last time?”

      “Yes, you did,” she admitted.

      “And did I get him back to you as I promised?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Then, what makes you think I won’t keep my word again?”

      “Because the feds are crawling up my ass, Leopold,” she said, her neck turning a deeper shade of red.  “They came to your home.  They questioned Atlas here at the prison.  I thought they were fishing, but it’s clear they have more info than I thought.  One of my guards has been compromised.  That means we’re compromised.”

      Now Leopold understood her concern and her reasons for not wanting him to come to NorCal.

      “My guard, whoever he is, told them everything,” she said.  “Intimate details.  How the hell do you not see that?”

      “I still need Atlas.  You need to arrange for his release.”

      “No,” she said, unblinking.

      Shaking his head, he didn’t know what he had to do to make this woman listen.  He knew where to apply pressure, but he loathed the idea of blackmailing her.  It was no way to treat a woman in whom you were interested.  But the missing boy in Germany was far more important than his libido.

      “I need to use the restroom,” he said.

      She picked up the two-way and said, “Blane, my guest needs to use the shitter.”  She was bitter and made her point clear on all fronts.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the guard said.

      A moment later, Blane escorted Leopold to the restroom.  There, he took a stall for privacy, and then he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and removed the hidden mic that doubled as a tie-pin.

      He played the recording and heard her voice.  He hated what he was doing, and it felt like it was an even worse betrayal than before, but he had no choice.

      He uploaded the file to one of his cloud accounts, made sure it docked properly, and then he rejoined the guard and returned to Kathleen’s office.

      “Thank you, Blane,” she said.

      “Better?”

      “Not really,” he said.  “This whole affair upsets me.”

      “Join the crowd.”

      “I need you to release Atlas tonight,” he said, more serious than ever.

      “Not happening.”

      “You continue to force my hand, but you are also making this very hard on yourself.”

      “How is that?” she bristled.

      “The people here to burn you aren’t feds working in their official capacity.  They are pressing you because they are being pressed.  I said I would take care of the problem, and that problem is a source that is not in this country.  You want me to get the heat off of you?  Well, then, give me Atlas and let me go.  I’ll get it off.”

      “We can’t be sure,” she said.  “Director Chang herself called in the favor.”

      “How do you know it was Chang you were talking to?  How does anyone?  You’re taking the board’s word for it, and they’re taking Chang’s voice and credentials as fact.”

      A look crossed her face.  Had she even thought of this?

      “Anyone with 10 minutes of audio footage of Chang and the right software program can create a deep-fake voice hack.  They could say what they wanted and it would sound exactly like her, and no one would be the wiser.”

      “Can you do this?” she asked, shocked.  He nodded.  “Now I’m all confused.”

      Should he use the leverage on her now?  The video footage of them having sex was a desperate move.  This recording was worse.  It was a second betrayal, as well as an admission of guilt by them both.  He wasn't worried that he would have to use it; the problem was that he liked her more than he dared to admit.  In the back of his mind, he wanted to see her again.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “I recognize that look,” she said.

      “I did not expect to be so taken with you, nor can I tell you how much it pains me to have exposed you to all of this.”

      “You didn’t think this would spin out of control?”

      “I figured I would always be able to manage it, as I’ve managed everything else in my life.”

      “Running a business legally isn’t the same thing as breaking the law so you can kill people.  You bit off more than you could chew, Leopold.”

      “That has yet to be determined.”

      “Oh, I think it’s clear.”

      “I’m not worried about whether or not I can get Atlas out of here tonight.  I can, and I will.  What worries me is you.”

      She shook her head and said, “Are you smitten, Leopold?”

      He sat up, let out a breath.  “Deeply and painfully.”

      “To what end?” she asked.

      “Leave this life, Kathleen.  Come with me.  We’ll get new names if we have to, and a gorgeous place in the countryside on a continent of your choosing.  You would never want for anything in your life again.”

      “We already talked about this.”

      “You haven’t said yes.”

      “Do you plan on using our sex tape against me again?”

      “No.”

      “But you have leverage over me now, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Leopold answered regretfully.

      Sitting back, awareness dawning on her, she said, “You recorded our last conversation, didn’t you?  Right before you went to the bathroom.”

      “Do you love your husband enough to stay with him while he is with other women?”

      The flush in her neck now hit her face.  “If you make me give you Atlas, there is no way I will ever be with you.”

      “You wanted to be with me so badly that you crossed your line,” Leopold said, calmly but convincingly, “didn’t you?”

      She looked down and away: an admission of guilt.  “It was an unfortunate oversight,” she confessed, her voice barely a whisper.

      “You had the best night of your life.  It was also the best sex in what had to have felt like forever.”

      She allowed herself to meet his eyes.  He couldn’t get a read on her, but the truth was, he felt the same.  “Do you know how easily we could fall in love with each other, Kathleen?”

      She stiffened her upper lip, unblinking.  “I already said my piece.  What you make me do from here on out is your choice.”

      Dropping the playboy act, he leaned forward and said, “My choice is both.”

      “You can’t have both.”

      “We’ll start with Atlas, then you can think about us.”

      “There is no us, Leopold.”

      “Yes, there is.”

      “Are you forcing my hand with Atlas?”

      “I’m telling you I can, but I don’t want to do that.”

      She nodded, then picked up her line and called Blane.  When the guard answered his phone, Kathleen looked at Leopold and said, “Take Atlas Hargrove to solitary confinement for the murder of Willy Kortner, then get him ready for a midnight departure.”

      “I can’t wait until midnight,” Leopold said.

      She hung up the phone, then said, “That’s the code.  He’ll be ready to move at lights out.”

      “What about us?” he asked again.

      “I’ll call you when he’s ready,” she said, ignoring the question.  “You need to get the hell out of my office.”

      He sat there, staring at her.  She was pissed, but there was no quit in Leopold.

      “Guys like you get whatever you want, either with a smile, a bribe, or blackmail,” she said, oddly calm for the heat in her eyes.  “Love can’t grow out of that.  Besides, I’m married, and that still means something to me.”

      “Marriage can be a prison if there is no love.”

      She crossed her arms and glared at him.  He refused to let her chase him out of the office.  Finally, he stood and said, “Think about it.”

      “There is nothing to consider.  The answer is no.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t accept that answer,” he replied.  “At some point in time, you will see that the forces of Nature, and not just my will, have brought us together.”

      “Maybe in the next life, Wentworth.”

      He stood up, straightened his jacket, then smiled.  “In this life, Kathleen.”

      Before she could rebuff him again, he turned and left her office, and the prison itself.  Inside the car, he called Codrin.  The hacker picked up right away, but this time he sounded groggy.

      “Ah, he sleeps,” Leopold said.  “Can this be so?”

      “Occasionally.”

      “Do you have a pen and paper ready?”

      “Hang on,” he said.  Leopold heard the hacker shuffling through papers and pens.  “Okay, go.”

      “I need everything you can find on William R. Kortner, a.k.a. Willy Kortner.  He was transferred to NorCal State Prison a few months back.  He’s going to be on the recently-deceased list.”

      “Atlas?” Codrin asked.

      “Atlas is fine.  But pull any records you can find on Kortner, his family, any associates with whom he may have ties.  I need you to find the bread crumbs and trace them back to a source.  I want everything, Codrin.  The whole nine yards.”

      “Okay, Boss.”

      “This information is critical to our success and safety as a team.  Kortner and his associates have become a problem, one that’s landed at our doorstep.  If we can’t lock down on who arranged for him to be at NorCal State Prison, we’re all at risk of exposure, or worse.”

      “Me, too?”

      “Possibly, but not likely.”

      “Okay.”

      “Get me that information as soon as possible.  Oh, and one more thing.  I need you to see if you can check the records of two agents for the FBI.”

      “The FBI?” he asked.  “Is that safe?”

      “You tell me.”

      “As long as it’s not the actual FBI, like employee files.  I can do that, but it increases our exposure, as you say.”

      “It increases your exposure.”

      “Correct.”

      “Just check their bank accounts,” Leopold said.

      “Give me the names.”

      “Mike Hirsch and Anders Ellis.  They’re both new to the bureau, 5 years or less.”

      “I’m on it, Boss.”

      As soon as he hung up, Leopold called Isabelle.  It was a call he was not looking forward to making, not just because of the lateness of the hour but because of the boldness of the request.

      He was desperate, though, desperate and unprepared.

      The number in Blacksburg, Virginia rang.  To his surprise, Isabelle picked up right away.

      “Leopold Wentworth,” she said with a smile in her voice.

      “I’m picking up my asset in California now, but I’ll head your way afterward.  Is Kiera ready?”

      “Of course.”

      “I might need some things if you can spare them.  We’ve never had this conversation before, and I’m uncomfortable with what I’m about to say, but I must admit, Prague left me sufficiently rattled.”

      “Are you sure you want to have this conversation, Leopold?”

      “This is a small ask.”

      “I’ve never been interested in small things before.”

      “Nor have I, but now I kind of need this as a measure of practicality.”

      “Every ask has a price.”

      “I need weapons, burner phones, two-way radios, and any surveillance gear you can spare.”

      She laughed, which made him feel stupid.  “This is the first thing I want to do for you at no cost.”

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Kiera tells me she likes working with you.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “For you.”

      “But?”

      “She also asks me when I will let her go.”

      “And what do you tell her?”

      She gave a soft, knowing laugh.  “One ask at a time, Leopold.  I’ll gather a few things for your little excursion.  Is your blonde tart coming this time?”

      “It’ll just be me.”

      “I never thought I’d miss seeing her.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” she said.  “I don’t miss seeing her.”

      He laughed at the jab, then said, “I appreciate your help, Isabelle.”

      “As I said, this one’s on the house.  Maybe next time you’ll be prepared enough to spare us both the embarrassment.  I’ll talk to you in a few hours.”

      His face burned with shame.  This was embarrassing on every level, but he had sucked up his pride and tried to think forward.

      He and his driver went out for dinner.  By the time they returned to NorCal’s visitor parking lot, his cell phone buzzed, and a text arrived to let him know that Atlas was ready.
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      The driver pulled Leopold’s car to the prearranged meeting place at the prison.  The hour was late, and Kathleen looked exhausted.

      “Thanks for staying,” Leopold said.

      She had nothing to say to him at first.  But when Blane delivered Atlas, Kathleen looked at him and said, “We’re going to talk about this when you bring him back.”

      “If I come back,” Leopold said.

      Atlas glanced over at him, as did Blane.

      “If you do that,” she said, her irritation unmasked, “I’ll burn your entire life down.”

      He opened his palms and said, “If I can help it, I won’t, but there is always the risk that Atlas won’t survive.”

      Now Atlas said, “Hey.”

      Leopold turned and said, “You look like hammered shit.  I didn’t sign up for this version of you.”

      “You can thank her for that,” Atlas said, motioning to Richardson.  “Three months of solitary confinement and almost no food.”

      She crossed her arms and looked at Atlas.  “If you hadn’t put the world’s pedophiles and child murderers on notice, maybe we wouldn’t be in this predicament.  So, you only have yourself to blame.  We all have you to blame.”

      “Atlas, you can get in the car if you’re ready.”

      Atlas walked to the town car, climbed inside, then shut the door.  Leopold looked at Kathleen.

      “I have nothing to say to you,” she said, folding her arms.

      “Well, I have something to say to you,” he replied.  She turned and thanked Blane, who went back inside.  Leopold continued.  “When I said you could leave this world and join me, it wasn’t a suggestion based on unfortunate and uncomfortable circumstances.  I made the suggestion based on more personal reasons.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Yes, you do,” he said.

      “If I had a dollar for every rich guy who wanted to take me away from this awful life I live…”

      “It’s cliché, I get it.  But that doesn’t mean it’s a game.”

      “We don’t even know if we’d get along.”

      “We would.”

      She let out a long sigh then looked at him.  Her eyes were the Great Wall of China, her heart locked in Fort Knox.  “Safe travels, Leopold.”

      He watched her walk back into the prison, and then he got into the car and said, “Please take us to the airport.”

      When they were safely on their way, he called Ethan.  “We’re just leaving NorCal now.  We should be at the airport in half an hour.”

      “I’ll alert the pilot.  If he asks about the flight plan?”

      “Blacksburg, Virginia,” Leopold said, rubbing his eyes.  “After that, Cologne, Germany.”

      Atlas gave him a funny look, which Leopold ignored.

      “Germany?” he asked.

      “Cologne.”

      “Why Cologne?”

      “Missing boy.  It looks like a kidnapping.”

      “Okay.”

      When they boarded the jet, Atlas lay his head back and fell asleep fast.  Leopold’s ringing phone woke the former cop but not for more than a moment before he went back to sleep.

      “Codrin,” Leopold said.  “What have you got for me?”

      “I found several payments that originated from an offshore shell company.  Want to guess who received these payments?”

      “Mike Hirsch and Anders Ellis,” Leopold said.

      “You already suspected this?”

      “I had a feeling.”

      “I’m trying to lock down the owners of this account, but it’s a numbered account out of Belize that I won’t be able to hack from here.  We’ll need physical hacking to get in.  It would be just like Switzerland.”

      “We don’t have time for that, not unless you know someone in Belize.”

      “Why would I know anyone in Belize?”

      “Don’t answer a question with a question, Codrin,” Leopold said sternly.  “Not with me, not ever.”

      “Okay, sorry.  I don’t know anyone in Belize.”

      “So physical hacking is out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Alright, thanks.  Just stay by the phone.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re doing good work,” Leopold said.

      “I appreciate it.”

      They hung up, and Leopold looked at Atlas.  The man was snoring, and he looked like hell.  He was nothing but cuts, scrapes, and bruises.  And he looked a little lighter than last time by ten or twenty pounds.

      With nothing left to do but sleep, he closed his eyes and reflected on this and everything else that had happened so far.

      Before long, he fell into a deep slumber.
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      Case Study: Subject 13224

      Subject Name: Hugo Fairbanks

      Age: 17 years old

      Location: Downy Hills - Interview Room 2C

      Video: Lot 3 - Session: 43

      Date: 03/26/2004

      Interview: Dr. Joseph Brandt, Ph.D.

      Highlighted Section: 3

      Transcript

      

      NOTE: Subject appears cooperative and of sound mind.

      

      SESSION BEGINS

      

      Dr. Brandt: It seems that we have good news for you this morning, Hugo.

      

      Fairbanks: Devil.

      

      Dr. Brandt: We have located your birth mother.

      

      Fairbanks: Why would you do that?

      

      Dr. Brandt: Much of your childhood and years as a young man have been defined by being thrown away by your mother.

      

      Fairbanks: Just throw me away when I turn 18. I’ll find my way in this world.  I don’t need a mother, not one like her.  How did you find her anyway?

      

      Dr. Brandt: We located her using a DNA database.  We found your father as well, although he has since passed away.  Prostate cancer.  If you wish to be with your mother, you will be heavily medicated with supervised visitation until you can prove that you are of sound mind and body.

      

      Fairbanks: What does the state say?

      

      Dr. Brandt: They do not agree with my decision, but I think it will help you with your recovery so I’m inclined to try if that’s what you want.

      

      Fairbanks: What is she like?

      

      Dr. Brandt: She started a new family.  She is young.  Only 41 years old.  But she has her heart set on starting a new family, so she is willing to meet with you.

      

      Fairbanks: What do you mean she has her heart set on starting a new family?

      

      Dr. Brandt: Your mother threw you away because she was 12 years old and was unfit to be a mother.  At 40 years old, she is wiser, financially stable, and deeply interested in being a mother.

      

      Fairbanks:  What did she ask about me?

      

      Dr. Brandt: She said she thought of you every day, and hoped one day you would make your way back to her.

      

      Fairbanks: You said she had a family.

      

      Dr. Brandt:  That’s correct.  She has a newborn baby.  A little girl.  How do you feel about that?

      

      Fairbanks: I feel nothing about it.  What’s its name?

      

      Dr. Brandt: Her name is Brigitte.

      

      *Transmission feed cut.

      

      SESSION CUTS PREMATURELY DUE TO CORRUPT FOOTAGE
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      The minute Cira landed in Cologne, she checked her voicemail.  Jochen had provided her with the number for both a translator and a luxury car rental company.  She collected her baggage and then took a screenshot of the rental home address Ethan provided her through the team’s secure email.

      She hailed a cab and gave the driver the address.  He nodded without a word and pulled into traffic.  On the way to the rental home, Cira finished reading Ethan’s email, which was a saved draft in the joint account.  She pored over the pertinent information twice before deleting the draft.

      She checked the subsequent drafts.  There were messages from Esty and Yergha.  Both had provided her with landing times spaced half an hour apart.  A smile broke out on her face.  She took screenshots before deleting the drafts, the deletion being confirmation that she received the messages.

      From that point forward, she lost herself in the city sights.  She hadn’t been to Germany before and was excited about the trip.  But the driver glanced at her a few times in the rearview mirror, of which she took note.  Was he attracted to her?  Or did he hate her because she was American?  She didn’t blame him either way.

      They pulled up to the rental house, which was nothing special to look at, but not so run down that she made an executive decision to rent elsewhere.

      Speaking English, he said, “We’re here, ma’am.”

      She paid him, left a good tip then let him take the baggage out of the trunk.  “Thank you,” she said again.

      He gave her an awkward smile which made her think he was either attracted to her or uncomfortable with her country of origin.  She noted the time, ran through her schedule, then worked out the timing of things that afternoon.  She had a few hours to check into the house, pick up the rental car, and get to the airport.

      She walked up to the porch and wondered if the landlord was inside.  When she tried the front door, she found it locked.  A few minutes later, a junky car pulled up to the curb in front of the house.  A heavyset woman in a housedress emerged from the car.  She had atrocious hair and terrible taste in fashion, but her smile was warm, and she had a friendly-looking air about her that Cira appreciated.

      She waved to the woman and said, “Hello.”

      The German woman met her with a few words of English, but then she handed her the key and a sheet of paper written in English.  It was a copy of a copy of a copy, but Cira could read it just fine.

      When she walked into the house, the four-bedroom home was in better condition than she thought.  It wasn’t the Four Seasons by any stretch, but it would do just fine.  Being part of the team meant she wasn’t luxuriating with Leopold from outside of the action anymore.  With Leopold’s recent interest in fieldwork, it would seem he had retired his luxurious taste to spend time in the trenches.  This would not only inspire the team but elevate their morale.  Guys in the trenches couldn’t stand the backseat drivers whose asses were parked in cushy towers of power a million miles away.  Real leaders climb into hell with the grunts, rush the front line, and then go home at night covered in the blood and filth of battle.  That was how Leopold was leading.  It was dangerous considering he was her benefactor, but he was a driven man who had made them all wealthy enough to retire to some quiet corner of the world if they chose to do so.

      When Cira had asked the German woman about a house phone, she said, “Local calls only.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      After settling into her room, Cira called the translator, Gregor Eckstein, and agreed to pay his fee.  For the duration of the operation, the man was to be on-call 24 hours a day.  He didn’t have a problem with that.  She promised to be in touch in a few hours.

      Next, she called the car rental company Jochen Selge recommended.  Acquiring a respectable vehicle with accommodations for six was no easy task, but when you had a nine-digit-millionaire tell you to get the team an SUV, you looked for the best.  As it was, the best she had found was a seven-passenger Land Rover Discovery.  The owner of the rental agency agreed to deliver their vehicle right away.

      “Is this how you treat all of your customers?” Cira asked, impressed.

      “Jochen Selge asked that we make this easy for you,” the man said in passable English.  “When a man of his stature asks you to make things easy, you do it.  So I am.”

      “Perfect.  Thank you.”

      She took a quick shower, drank some tap water (which wasn’t great), then got ready to receive the Land Rover.

      There was a knock on the door a short while later.  Cira signed the rental agreement with a fake name corresponding to her false identification, and then she paid with her corporate credit card.  The account belonged to a shell corporation Leopold and Codrin created.  This account had absolute anonymity, and so, for this reason alone, she felt secure in making these decisions.

      She thanked the rental agency’s representative and then finished getting ready.  After that, she drove to the airport, grateful the Germans drove their cars on the right side of the road.  She was grateful that she wouldn’t have to acclimate to left-side driving while trying to find her way around a large, unfamiliar city.

      When she arrived at Cologne Bonn Airport, she parked the SUV and went inside to receive Yergha.  She checked the time and found she had a few minutes to spare.  The second Yergha saw her he smiled so largely that he stood out in the crowd.  A ripple of sun-sized warmth spread through Cira seeing him again, and when they embraced, it was crushingly good.

      He let go of her and then stood back to take in the whole of her.  “What have you been doing?  Because you are carved out of stone.”

      She lifted her tank top to show off her abs and said, “A lot of pain went into making this body what it is.”

      “It was worth it,” he said with a delightful chuckle.  “It was most definitely worth it.”

      While they waited for Esty to arrive, the pair sat side-by-side, body-to-body, chatting like old friends.

      “Damn, I’ve missed you and the team,” he said.

      Cira put her arm around him, then kissed his cheek and said, “My brother.”

      Esty showed up 30 minutes later and she hugged the two of them with the ferocity of a tight-knit family.  The Salvadorian pretty much crushed Cira with her hug, but she held onto Yergha longer.  The two of them went back to the first mission when Esty saved Yergha from certain death.  He ended up in the hospital for over a month, but then he saved her life when she was taken by force in Juárez.  She was strung up in the shower and severely beaten when he finally got to her.  They shared some powerful history, and now Cira was becoming a part of that.

      “Look at you,” Esty said, touching Cira’s arms.  “I might turn lesbian on this trip.”

      “Can I watch?” Yergha said.

      Both women turned and said, “No,” at the same time.

      He held up his hands in pseudo surrender.  “All I’m saying is don’t leave me out if, you know, things come to that.”

      Esty punched him on his arm; then Cira punched him on his other arm.

      “The testosterone coming off the two of you is dizzying,” he said, feigning pain where he had been hit.  “I’ll need you to carry my bags now that I can’t lift mine.”

      “Pussy,” Cira teased with a wink and a nod.

      He grabbed his bags and caught up with the women.  Esty linked her arm in his and they strolled to baggage claim to grab her gear.

      “This place we’re staying,” Esty asked, “have you been there yet?”

      “It’s a little nicer than that dump in Prague,” Cira acknowledged.  “But not by much.”

      “That’s encouraging,” Yergha quipped.

      “The good news is we get to go to our new dump riding in the lap of luxury.  We’ve got a sexy, seven-passenger Land Rover.”

      “That’s not smart,” Esty said.

      “I think Leopold thinks we’re going to destroy this car as we did the others, and that it might be easier to pay off one car rental company rather than two.”

      “We still might need another car,” Yergha said.

      “I suppose it all depends on how things go,” Cira added.

      Esty climbed into the Land Rover and said, “I could eat the ass end out of a dead bull right now, that’s how hungry I am.”

      “Gross,” Cira cried.

      “Forever a lady,” Yergha mumbled from the back seat.

      “Seriously, though,” Esty said.  “Are you guys starving, or is it just me?”

      “I’m hungry,” Cira said.

      “Yeah, I’m hungry too,” Yergha said.

      Esty opened her phone, scrolled through a few local websites, then found a restaurant she liked with a readable online menu.  “Oh, dang, this looks good.”

      “What?” Cira said as she stole a look.

      “Anyone up for schnitzel?”

      “Hell, yes!” Yergha said, sitting up.

      “What’s schnitzel?” Cira asked.

      “It’s a thinned meat of your choice, pounded out and breaded.  You’re in Germany, so you have to have it.”

      “Then schnitzels it is!” Cira said.

      Esty entered the address for Bei Oma Kleinmann into the navigation system, and the electronic woman began giving Cira instructions in German.

      The three of them broke into laughter, and then Cira asked, “Do either of you speak the language?”

      “I do, a little,” Yergha said.  “But maybe you should just change the settings to English.”

      Esty changed the settings, and when the directions became clear, Cira made a U-turn and headed in the other direction.  Before long, the three of them were crossing the street, heading toward the smell of cooked meat.

      “There’s a lot of stone around here,” Esty said, glancing up at the four-story building where Bei Oma Kleinmann was located.  The heavy stone façade was very German and very Gothic-looking to someone like Cira, but it was also sturdy-looking and beautiful.

      “Are we eating inside or outside?” Yergha asked when they went inside to get a seat.

      “Inside,” Esty and Cira said at the same time.

      The wait was half an hour but well worth it.  They did shots, ate salad, and then anxiously awaited the schnitzel, which was a dream!

      “If I die now, I can say, the schnitzel provided a good send-off,” Cira said, stuffed and a little buzzed from the early consumption of high-proof alcohol.

      “The veal was amazing, but I feel a bit jealous of you two,” Yergha said.  He looked satisfied, nevertheless.  “Excellent choice, ladies.”

      While paying the bill, Cira received a text.  Leopold had asked about Yergha and Esty.  Even though it was busy and loud in the restaurant, she used the noise-canceling voice-to-text feature to send a reply.

      She said, “Esty and Yergha are here with no problems.  The house will work for our purposes, the translator is set up, and I have a seven-passenger SUV.  We’re just waiting for you, Sunshine.”

      Esty laughed when Cira sent it, and then she said, “You enjoy taunting him, don’t you?”

      “He’s too uptight, but I love the guy,” Cira said.  “If he loosens up, maybe he’ll be a better leader.”

      “Men in charge don’t have the luxury of loosening up,” Yergha said from where he sat.  “They only let go and lighten up when they want sex or free beer.”

      As they were leaving, Esty said, “This is true also.”

      “I learned a few things in the Pakistani Army that stick with me to this day,” Yergha said.  “Most times, the worst-case scenario doesn’t happen.  But in war, most of what happens is barely-controlled chaos.  Without regimented men beating the lessons of war into our heads over and over again, we would not have survived our earlier conflicts.”

      “We have survived just fine,” Cira said.

      “We’re undisciplined, and so we’re sloppy, we make mistakes, and we cause issues we could have avoided if we were more experienced.  The only reason we’re not dead is that we haven’t run into professionals at this point.  But who knows what the job will bring?  Who knows what this job will bring?  Maybe we’ll survive, but maybe we won’t.”

      “We will,” Cira said firmly.

      “I will say this: I have more fun with all of you than I did in the army.  Then again, I am an adrenaline-junky who is happiest in the chaos.  And this is why I love being with you guys, at least until one of you dies.  Or I die.  Then that’s going to suck a lot.”

      “We almost lost Leopold in Prague,” Esty said when they were outside, walking to the Land Rover.

      “He almost lost himself afterward, too,” Cira added.

      “I would imagine,” Esty replied, concerned.

      “We’ll see how he is in battle,” Cira said, “if that’s what he chooses.  He may just stay behind and coordinate the op.”

      “What about you?” Esty asked.  “Isn’t that your job?”

      “Not anymore.  I’m with you guys.”

      “Oh, shit,” Esty said as they got into their SUV.

      From the back seat, Yergha said, “Please, someone tell me we brought bulletproof vests and extra rounds in case of friendly fire.”

      Cira grinned and said, “Screw you, clowns.  I’ll be fine.”

      “But will we?” Esty teased, poking Cira while pumping her eyebrows up and down.

      The light-hearted laughter only added to their already-good mood.  Depending on how the mission went—if it was anything like Prague—they could be in for some dark, bloody days.  Everyone knew that, but it wasn’t time to think about that.  For now, they were friends, colleagues, and indirect family members bonding after 3 months apart.

      “You look different, and you walk different,” Yergha said to Cira.  “You’ve changed since Prague, but even in Prague, you were different from Juárez.”

      “I’m excited to see who you become here in Cologne,” Esty said.

      “I appreciate you guys so much,” Cira said.  After a prolonged moment of silence, she added: “I don’t know about you two, but this time change is kicking my balls.”

      “Same here,” Esty said.

      “Want to puppy-pile in the master bedroom?” Yergha asked.

      Cira laughed, and Esty said, “In your dreams.”

      “They’re only dreams until they’re real,” Yergha said with mock seduction.  “You could make that happen with the snap of a finger.”

      “You should know to get laid before you come on trips with us,” Esty said.

      “Oh, I did.”

      “Do tell,” Cira said.

      “The reason I know a little German is because I am dating a German woman right now.”

      Esty turned in her seat and looked at him.  “Do you have a picture of her?” she asked.

      He was already handing her a photo he had pulled up on his phone.  Esty studied the blonde, attractive woman with the shapely figure and said, “Wow, she’s sexy.”

      “Yes, she is,” Yergha agreed.

      “I didn’t know you had a thing for blondes,” Esty said, glancing up at him.

      “I’ve hidden it pretty well by hitting on you when I’ve wanted to hit on Cira all along.”

      Both women burst into laughter because they knew Yergha always had a thing for Esty.

      “Let me see your new squeeze,” Cira said.  Esty showed her the photo.  “Yergha, my brother!  She is smoking hot!”

      “Persistence overcomes resistance, my sisters in war.”

      Cira’s phone beeped.  A text came in.  “Check that, please?” Cira asked Esty as she handed her the phone.

      Esty read the text, then said, “Leopold texted you two big thumbs-up, and then he wrote, ‘Atlas is on board.  Flying to Virginia to pick up Kiera.  Will have car service take us to the house.  Please visit Jochen Selge, ASAP.  Address and contract in draft file’.”

      “Do you think it’s too late to visit Jochen and his wife?” Cira asked.

      “The Selge’s will want to see us as soon as they can,” Yergha reasoned.  “When you’re missing a child, you’re on-call for everything 24 hours a day.”

      “Speaking of that, let me call the translator and tell him we’re picking him up,” Cira said.  She called Gregor, he gave her the address to his home, and Esty punched it into the navigation system.  They were there inside of 20 minutes.

      The German met them at the curb.  Yergha opened the back door for him and scooted over.  Gregor got in and looked around.

      “There are a few things I need you to know,” Cira said before driving off.  “You might not like what you see, but you have to know we are the good guys.  A child is missing.  It’s our job to find that child and get him home.  We are about to sign a contract that will contain a ‘by any means necessary’ clause.  Is that going to be a problem for you?”

      Gregor wore a button-up shirt with a bow tie and glasses with thick frames.  His hair was so blond it was almost white, and it was slicked against his head to look neat and professional.  Cira didn’t like his look; he might get blood on his clothes.

      “Kids go missing here sometimes,” Gregor said, his face expressionless but attentive.

      “As I said on the phone,” Cira said, “we’re here to find a very important one.”

      “All children are important,” he replied, a shade of color rising to his otherwise pale complexion.

      “Well, we only have a contract for one child, but if we do this right, we can save hundreds, maybe thousands of kids from being taken or…God forbid…abused.  Do you want to save thousands of children, Gregor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Just remember that when things get…difficult.”

      “Difficult?” he asked.

      “Our methods are…unusual,” Esty replied, turning to look back at him.

      “You mean violent,” he said.  Esty and Yergha nodded.  “I’m okay with violence.”

      Before leaving, Cira reached out to Jochen and said she wanted to meet to discuss the particulars.  She also asked if he had any recent information that might help them locate Matthias.  Selge said he would be happy to receive them, but, unfortunately, there was nothing new.

      It took a little longer than they thought to reach their destination, but when they arrived at the Selge home, they stared at the mammoth structure in awe.

      “I will be as delicate as I can,” Cira turned and said to Gregor, “but you must translate everything I say correctly.  That is critical for our success.”

      “I am in high demand for a reason, Ms. Kingsley.  I’m assuming you’re Cira.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “The people in this SUV are good people,” Cira said, “but they are also hard people.”

      “I can be hard, too,” he said.

      Cira almost laughed, but there wasn’t an ounce of give in Gregor’s expression.  He believed it, so she nodded.

      She looked outside and sized up the house.  The residence boasted impeccably-manicured grounds, several statues, and a fountain.  The house itself was clean-looking but a tad pretentious for her liking.

      “No one needs a home this big for three people,” Yergha said.

      “Those with money sometimes need others to see it,” Cira replied.  “Some people treat social validation like a sport.”

      “Sometimes they just like a lot of room for their overpriced junk,” Esty added.  “I was dating a guy with so much money and so many things it was overwhelming.”

      “What happened?” Yergha asked.

      “I met his other girlfriends.”

      “Are you guys ready?” Cira asked.  “We’re burning daylight here.”

      “You and the nerd should be fine,” Yergha said.  “Esty and I have some catching up to do.”

      “He’s not a nerd,” Esty frowned, throwing the former Pakistani soldier a look.  “Gregor is eccentric and kind of cute, but in a nerdy way.”

      “I’m moved,” Gregor said with no expression at all.

      “You’ll get used to us,” Cira said, looking at this incredibly stoic human being.  “We’re all just nerds of a different sort.”

      “Yeah,” Yergha replied, giving Gregor a light tap on the shoulder.  “Nerds rule, or haven’t you heard?”

      “I’ve heard,” he said.

      “I’m going with Cira and Gregor,” Esty said to Yergha with a tone.  “Why don’t you guard the backseat and think about what it’s like to use manners.”

      “My manners are impeccable,” he grinned.

      “Gregor is integral to this conversation,” Esty said.  “But you aren’t.”

      His mouth fell open as Esty got out and closed the door.

      “That was mean,” Cira said.

      “Oh, don’t worry about him,” Esty said with a devious tone to her voice.  “This will only make him want me more.”
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      Cira, Esty, and Gregor walked up to Jochen Selge’s porch.  Cira rang the bell, and then she leaned in close to Esty and said, “You like guys wanting you, don’t you?”

      Esty had a hard look about her as if she could pull out your spleen and not think twice.  Yet, there was something incredibly vulnerable hiding beneath the surface.  She had almost seen it on two other occasions.

      “Being wanted is my favorite pastime,” Esty whispered back.  “I rarely put out, though.”

      “Really?”

      “They’re never the right guy.”

      “What about the rich guy you were dating?”

      “I almost sent him to the moon,” she whispered, “but that was before I found out about his stable of chucha.”

      The front door opened, and an attractive blonde with lovely, exhausted features looked at them with big, wet eyes.  She smiled, but it was a smile born of pain, loss, and the kind of fear that Cira knew she could not and would not shake, not until her son was back home safe.

      “Cira?” she asked.

      “Eva, I presume,” Cira said.

      The woman nodded.  “Come in, please.”

      Eva’s English was hard to understand because her German accent was thicker than molasses.

      “This is Esty and our translator, Gregor,” she said when they were inside.  Both of them nodded to Eva, and Gregor offered her his sympathies in fluent German.

      “I am pleased to meet both of you,” she said with some struggle.  “My husband and I speak a little bit of English, but I’m grateful for your Gregor.”

      Jochen walked into the room, tall and handsome, his personality bigger than life.  He had an earnest smile with bright eyes that held the room captive.  If Cira hadn’t known his son was missing, she wouldn’t have suspected a thing.

      “You must be Cira,” he said, beaming.  “I’m Jochen, and I am so pleased to have you in our home.”

      They shook hands and Cira introduced both Gregor and Esty.  With the formalities out of the way, it was time for business.

      “Tell me what happened as best you can remember,” Cira said to them both.  “Spare me no detail.  You don’t know what might be important later in our search.”

      Jochen detailed the fight between himself and Matthias, and after admitting he left for Köln with matters unresolved, Eva thought it would be a good time to tell her story.  She began phoning all of Matthias’ friends until she reached one of the mothers who said, “If you can’t find him, call me back.  I might know someone who can help.”

      Cira found this interesting.  She took the statement to mean that this woman was the one who referred Eva to Leopold.

      Eva continued to speak, and Gregor continued to translate.

      Gregor said, “The woman, this mother of one of Matthias’ friends, told Eva to exhaust all of her efforts to find the boy first.  She looked for him day and night.”

      This statement seemed to catch Jochen by surprise.  Had Eva kept this from him?  If so, why would she do that?

      Gregor continued to translate diligently and thoroughly, using the breaks in Eva’s story to step in and interpret.

      “She drove the streets for hours,” Gregor said, “and she checked with all the local shelters.  She even went to the active COVID hotels, flashing his photograph and asking if anyone had seen him.  When she had no luck there, she wondered if Matthias had used an emergency stay, so she reached out to social services, but they had no record of him.  Because of the family name and Jochen’s status in the Bundesrat, Eva told social services that she was trying to help a friend find her runaway boy.  They did not ask about Matthias’ relation to Jochen.”

      When Gregor finished translating, Eva handed Cira a photo of the boy and said in clunky English, “I show this picture to people I speak with.  That is the most recent photo.”

      Matthias Selge was a good-looking boy with his mother’s features but his father’s calculating eyes.  He was a boy in every sense of the word, soft, innocent, curious.

      “This will help us,” Esty said, taking it.

      Eva spoke, faltered, and then couldn’t find her words.  Her face began to melt with emotion, causing her to stifle a cry.  Jochen tried to comfort her, but she inched out of his half-hearted embrace.  Cira saw the toll this was taking on their relationship.  Missing and dead kids had that effect on couples.

      Eva nodded to Gregor, signaling that it was okay to translate what she said but that she had no more to give.  Her eyes were swollen and rimmed red along the lower lids.

      Gregor spoke in a tender voice, something Cira did not expect.  “She waited in agony for 5 days, calling hospitals to see if anyone was injured, the morgue in case he was…in case…”  He looked at Cira and said, “That’s all she could say.”

      “I want him found,” Jochen said, stepping in.  His English was better than Eva’s, and his accent wasn’t nearly as thick.  “But we want the people who took him, we want them to…we—”

      “You can speak freely, Mr. Selge,” Cira said.  “This is why we’re here.”

      “We don’t want them to make it,” Jochen said, his earlier spirits replaced by something darker, something more vengeful.  His eyes told the tale of a man who needed payback to sleep better at night.  “I trust you understand.”

      “Perfectly,” Cira said.  “Vengeance will not take away the emotions, but it will close that door and hopefully give you some peace of mind.”

      Eva was in a state of devastation and unable to speak.  She just nodded.

      “Leopold is en route with our other assets,” Cira said.  “I trust the two of you have discussed the contract?”

      Jochen nodded.

      “I’m going to email you the formal contract from our secure email address.  Can you print it out and sign it here?”

      “Yes,” he said.  “Is it safe to assume the contract reflects the deposit I made?”

      “Yes.  But it also includes the additional service.  You’ll see it listed as ‘Option Red.’  Just check the box if that’s what you would like.”

      “Option red is…?” Eva said.

      “Bloodshed,” Esty said.  “Lots of bloodshed.”

      Eva’s sad face looked fierce for a moment as she considered this option.

      “What is the purpose of a contract?” Jochen asked.  “I wanted to ask Leopold when he arrived, but I suppose I will ask you as his representative.  After all, there is not a court in our country or yours that would take such a document seriously.”

      “This is a document of understanding, Jochen.  It lists the services we will provide as well as payment instructions for services rendered.”

      “Has anyone defaulted before?” he asked.  Cira shook her head, her eyes never leaving Jochen.  “That would mean you have succeeded with all of your clients.”

      “Success can be seen as two sides to the same blade, Mr. Selge.  If your son has already met an unfortunate fate, but we bring him home regardless, this is considered a success.  Some might not see this as successful, but as far as the contract goes, returning the boy is the service we are providing.  That has happened only once.  In that case, our client opted for Option Red.”

      “We know we want that option,” Eva said, her understanding of English better than her ability to speak the language.

      “I can appreciate that,” Jochen said, looking sideways at his wife.

      “Whether you select that option as a couple or not, it’s in the contract as an upgradeable option.  I just wanted to be upfront.”

      “Will we meet Leopold?” Eva asked.

      “When the time is right, yes,” Cira replied.  “However, there could be injuries or casualties on our side that would preclude that.”

      “Has that happened before?” Jochen asked.

      Cira smiled, but there was pain behind her expression.  “In this business, we do our best to provide an adequate remedy for the family, but we also do our best to ensure that this kind of lawlessness and depravity doesn’t continue.  That makes things very dangerous for us.  Not only are we kicking the veritable hornet’s nest, but we also run the risk of exposing ourselves to law enforcement agencies all over the world.”

      Gregor translated, then Cira continued.

      “Our interactions with local law enforcement can come during the mop-up phase of an operation, but what we do does send a terrifying message to the worst perpetrators this world has to offer.  Most of the costs associated with our services go to protecting ourselves from undue exposure by criminals and authorities alike.”

      “And have you had to use that option?” Jochen asked.

      “No,” she lied.

      “That is comforting.”

      “None of this will ever blow back on you or your family.  We do this for the children.  These precious souls take precedence over everything else, Mr. Selge, wouldn’t you agree?”  He nodded.  Cira continued.  “You will find that we do not like people who traffic children.  The people who hurt them find this out quickly and painfully.  I won’t lie to you.  There can be a tremendous amount of carnage when we are done.  That is not a factor of sloppiness.  We are sending a message to monsters lurking in the shadows.”

      Gregor translated, and then Eva wiped her eyes and asked, “What is the message?”

      Cira knew she had to say it, even though she wasn’t sure if doing so in the company of such kind, affluent people violated the rules of proper etiquette.

      “The message is that if you fuck with kids, we will hunt you down and end you violently, mercilessly, and we will make it a righteous, bloody affair everyone will remember.”

      Gregor stared at her, contemplating the words but without a tick, twitch, or tremor to betray his emotions.  He turned and translated this message for Eva.  The woman was satisfied with Cira’s response.  Jochen, however, did not appear so content.

      “This will never blow back on you, Mr. Selge,” Cira said, trying to keep him calm.

      “How can you be sure?” he asked.

      “This is a large part of the service.  If you choose Option Red, everyone involved in Matthias’ kidnapping will meet an ugly, dirty end.  We don’t discriminate, we don’t negotiate, and we act swiftly and with lethal force.”

      “All of you?” Jochen asked.

      “Yes,” Esty replied.

      Jochen remained uncertain.  He looked at Eva like he was going to say something, but she all but blurted out, “Tell the woman yes, Jochen!  Matthias is out there scared, lost, maybe…maybe worse.  So, tell her yes!”

      Cira knew the woman made her demands in English so that Jochen had no excuse to change his mind.  The man finally nodded as if encouraging himself to say the word.  But he did not say the word.  Eva nudged him, pissed off.

      “Yes, yes, okay,” Jochen said.  “Send me the email.  I’ll print it out and sign it, and then we can move forward.”

      There was palpable relief in the room that made Cira appreciate the tact that it took to handle a transaction of this sort.  For this reason alone, she had even more respect for Leopold.

      “How long could this take?  Finding our son?” Eva asked as Jochen went to print and sign the documents.

      “It all depends on how many leads we can find, develop, and chase down,” Cira said.  “Sometimes, this takes a few days.  But it could also take up to a week or more, depending on the nature of the abduction.  We are thorough, convincing, and swift.  Getting in and out of town is critical to operational security at that moment, and in future operations.”

      Gregor translated and Eva nodded, again satisfied.  The woman then did something Cira did not expect.  She reached out and took Cira’s hand in her own.  “Thank you for coming to see us so quickly.  I trust you will find my Matthias.”

      Cira smiled and said, “I pray that we have God on our side, Eva.  I want to bring your boy home to you.”

      Eva’s eyes were wet and glossy, the tears building.  Cira prayed they could bring her son home alive.

      Jochen brought them a copy of the contract, already signed.  He handed it to Cira and said, “I checked Option Red.”  Jochen turned to his wife, who seemed to have let him into her world again.

      “I need contact numbers for both of you,” Cira said.  “We will all be carrying burner phones, so answer all of your calls.  It could be a matter of life or death.”

      Gregor translated.

      “We understand,” Eva said.  She got up and wrote their cell phone numbers on a slip of paper, and then she handed it to Cira.

      Cira thanked the woman and said, “We can show ourselves out.”

      “When will you start?” Jochen asked.

      “We started the moment you reached out to us,” Cira replied.  “Whether or not you agreed to the terms, your child’s safety matters to us, so we don’t waste time waiting on contracts.”

      This statement brought him a noticeable measure of confidence, but it also seemed to calm him.

      Cira quickly glanced at the contract, checked the signatures, then paused when she saw the fee.  For the amount of money Leopold was charging, Jochen had good reason to hesitate.
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      Leopold’s G650 landed at the private runway outside Monarch Industries’ Virginia headquarters where Leopold was promptly met by a man in a plum-colored Maybach with tinted windows.  Upon exiting his jet, Leopold watched the driver get out of the vehicle and open the rear door for him.  He got into the car and buckled his seatbelt.

      The driver took him to the giant facility built into the side of a mountain where Isabelle Norwood, Kiera, and a muscular-looking man awaited his arrival.  Next to the big man were two large canvas bags.  Was he another of Isabelle’s assets?  A male Kiera?  Leopold decided that it didn’t matter.

      The driver popped the Maybach’s trunk and Isabelle’s brute picked up and deposited the canvas bags into the trunk.

      Leopold met Isabelle with a smile and a kiss on each of her cheeks.  Standing back, he said, “Your perfume is simply divine.”

      “You look like hell, Leopold.”

      “I’ve still got Hell’s ashes on me.  But you’ve seen that before in your assets, haven’t you, Isabelle?”

      She conceded his point.  “I didn’t realize you were operating in the field.”

      “I’m wherever I want to be.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re still above ground.”

      He looked at her, drinking her in, delighted by her energy today.  “You are an absolute vision, as always.”

      She smiled, flattered.  Was he finally cracking that hard, marble exterior of hers?  He broke eye contact then looked around for Kiera.

      “While you were flirting with me,” Isabelle said, knowingly, “Kiera got into the car.  She’s not one for small talk.  We’ll get there eventually.”

      “Well, then, I must be going.”

      She held his gaze a little longer. “Your charm is only now affecting me.  I’m sorry I missed it earlier.”

      “Perhaps the next time we will meet over drinks and a steak.”

      “You should be so lucky,” she said as she walked away.

      She was older than he was but she was also ruthless at heart, a fact not lost on him.  Even though she scared him, he could not stifle his intrigue.  There was something about women with immense power that he found incredibly intoxicating.  You either hate them or you want to be swallowed into their orbit.  There was seldom an in-between.  Isabelle Norwood had somehow fallen into the latter of the two categories.

      The driver returned them to the airstrip where the two of them boarded the jet.  Kiera went straight for Atlas, gave him a monstrous hug, and then stood back to have a longer look at him.  Her expression shifted from delight to worry.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Three months in solitary confinement with barely any food, no sunlight, and no human interaction.  Then, when I got out, someone tried to kill me.  He almost succeeded.”

      “I’m so glad he didn’t.”

      She then turned to Leopold, who smiled at her the way you smile at your favorite kid, and she went and hugged him hard.  After the lackluster reception on the way to the jet, her change in demeanor surprised him immensely.

      “I’m sorry I was cold to you in Prague,” she said.  “We don’t fret over each other in the field, and we know warriors will die, but with you and the team, I worry.”

      “Who are you and what happened to the Kiera I knew in Prague?” he joked.

      “She evolved,” Kiera grinned.  Her somber expression returned all too quickly.  “When we found you in that house, beaten as badly as you were, I suffered the same thing I suffer with Atlas.”

      Leopold was both shocked and moved by the comment.  “I care about you, too, Kiera, not just as an asset.”

      “I know you do.  I knew that in Prague.  I just didn’t know how to process it.  I don’t feel feelings unless I’m with you and the team.”

      “We’re irresistible,” Atlas said, deadpan.

      “You are,” she turned and said.  “As much as I would love to catch up, we have weapons we need to load onto the jet.”

      Atlas stood and said to Leopold, “I got it.”

      “I know you do.  It’s just nice watching you bond.”

      Kiera and Atlas brought the large, clanking canvas bags into the jet, both of them working diligently not to bump into the walls or seats.  They set the bags in the center of the jet then fell into their seats, huffing.

      “That’s a lot of gear,” Leopold said, sitting straighter.

      Kiera nodded in agreement.  “Isabelle is thorough.”

      She got up, crossed the aisle, and sat down next to Atlas.  They sort of leaned into each other and remained connected.  The pilot started the engines and they began to move.  Kiera shifted in her seat and gave Atlas a big kiss on his cheek, a wet one that she then swiped off with her hand.

      “I missed you, Atlas,” she said.

      “I missed you, too, kiddo,” Atlas replied, pulling her into a hug.  “I was afraid I would never see you again and that made me sad.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder where she remained until takeoff.

      After liftoff, while they were climbing to altitude, Kiera asked Leopold.  “Where are we going this time?”

      “Cologne, Germany.”

      A light seemed to touch her eyes.

      “What?” Leopold asked.

      “I was wondering when I would be able to visit Germany.  I didn’t think it would be with you, though.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Atlas asked.

      “My other detachment doesn’t know how to have fun as this one does.  Just please don’t tell Isabelle how much I enjoy you and your team.  I’m not supposed to enjoy anything.”

      “Of course,” Leopold said, now more determined than ever to buy out her contract.
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      When they touched down in Cologne a limousine was waiting for them.  Leopold helped the driver when it came to the luggage.  When it came to the canvas bags, though, this otherwise straight-faced driver looked at Leopold with a somewhat knowing expression.

      The clanking metal wasn’t great for optics, but the FBOs were for private jets owned by private people who didn’t appreciate having their affairs questioned.  Understanding this, the driver found a way to stow the items in the trunk.

      The three of them arrived at the house sometime later, the night skies and bitter cold now firmly upon them.  From what he had seen of Cologne, it was a large and impressive city.  He was anxious to see it during the day.  The house, however, was rather uninspiring, just as he knew it would be.

      Rundown neighborhoods don’t have the same security measures as hotels or the more affluent neighborhoods like his in the states.  Also, people without means were accustomed to avoiding the police, not solely out of guilt, but because it was one more complication that they hoped to avoid.  This was not a set-in-stone concept, but he assumed it was part of the “Mercenary Best Practices” conference he missed while building the crew.

      He knocked on the front door and Yergha answered it.  The Pakistani grabbed him into a hug and practically suffocated the three of them with his joy.

      “You look like hell,” he said to Atlas.

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Atlas went straight to Cira and they fell into each other like people with feelings way too deep to have been separated so long.

      Everyone greeted Leopold with a hero’s welcome, something he didn’t expect.  They were all happy to see him, scarred but alive and bunking with the troops.  The home was rustic and dated, but for some reason, the smell of age and neglect, mixed with the scents of his troops, elicited feelings of attachment he had never experienced in the business world.  This was his team, his detachment, his family.

      When he was able to relax and then get some food in his stomach, he opened the secure email account and saw that Codrin had sent him a file.  “We should try to get some sleep so we can hit the ground running.  I’ve got fresh intel from Codrin I need to review.  Hopefully, this will tell us whose spine we need to pull out first.”

      Cira said, “I like your thinking, Boss.”

      “Of course you do,” Esty replied.  “You’re with him.”  She punched Atlas on the arm then grabbed his face and planted a kiss on his cheek.  “Missed you, convict.”

      “You ready to break some people’s bones together?”

      Esty could not appear happier.  “Hell, yes.”
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      When he and Cira first saw each other, they had crashed together in a mad hug, and she kissed him on the mouth as if they had been apart for years.  She tasted like candy, and her perfume bore a hint of jasmine, his favorite.

      “I almost died every single day I was away from you,” she said, their lips touching.

      “I missed you, too,” he replied, speaking into her kiss.

      Leopold told them to take the farthest room from the group should their reunion become noisy.

      Atlas stepped back, looked at Cira, and said, “Wow, what happened?”

      Cira pointed to Kiera and said, “That spicy little hellion inspired me from day one.  I decided after Prague to take it to the next level.”

      Kiera beamed at the compliment.

      Cira leaned in and whispered into his ear.  “Come fuck me into oblivion; I need you right now in the worst way.”

      “Uh, we’re going to go,” Atlas said, his cheeks burning.

      “Think of me,” Esty said with a snicker.

      Cira flipped her off but laughed.

      When they were alone in the bedroom, Atlas undressed Cira, picked up her naked, gorgeous body, and carried her to the bed.  The last time they had sex, Cira said there was nothing like doing prisoners.  They laughed then, but tonight Atlas was going to show her how right she was.

      When they finished, he leaned on his side and propped his head on his hand.  “I can’t take my eyes off of you.”

      She was still breathing heavily, her skin lightly bathed with perspiration.  “I don’t want you to ever take your eyes off of me, Atlas.”

      “That’s up to Leopold.”

      She pushed strands of loose hair out of her face.  “Maybe we finish the job, get paid, and when I take you back to prison, we just disappear.”

      “And leave Leopold holding the bag?”

      “I like Leopold.  He saved my life a few years back.  But I’m in love with you, so you take precedence over him.”

      Her words gave his life meaning.  Seeing her, feeling so much love from her, he knew she was the real deal.

      “I’m in love with you, too, Cira.  Thoughts and memories of you got me through my darkest, most desolate days.”

      “That’s why I saved myself for you,” she said, lying on her tummy and gazing deep into his eyes.  “That is also why I work out the way I do, to keep from missing you.  I want to be near you as much as I can, so Leopold is allowing me onto the field team.”

      He leaned in and kissed her lips, soft, gentle, tender.

      “I can’t run away, Cira.  I’d be leaving Alabama.  And my loyalties are with Leopold, even though my heart is one thousand percent yours.”

      “I know,” she said, sad.  She touched Atlas’ arm, ran her finger over the vein in his bicep, then said, “It hurts me to see you like this.”

      “How?”

      “Hurt, worn out, abused by people in that prison.”

      “I can’t think of any of that when I’m around you,” he said.  “I just see you.”

      “Do you feel…one-hundred percent?”

      “No,” he answered, honestly.  “I’m at about eighty-five percent.  I didn’t think Leopold would call so soon, but I had hoped he would.”

      She reached out and touched his face where he had the fading yellow and green shadows of bruising.  She then butterfly kissed them, which sent Atlas’ heart racing.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he said, reaching up to cup her face.  “Not just because of the great sex, but because we both live this life and we both understand it.”

      “Most people wouldn’t.”

      She scooted toward him, pulled him into a hug, and then she kissed his neck, letting her lips linger.  “Did you talk to Leopold about not going back?”

      “We’ve all got heat on us from the feds,” Atlas said.  “Richardson is shitting kittens, and Leopold seems, I don’t know, not his normal self.  Not since Prague.”

      “He told me.  But he’s also hesitant about coming back into the field,” Cira said.  “I told him it’s ring rust, but who knows how badly Prague affected him.”

      “Ring rust?”

      She laughed.  “Don’t you watch the UFC?”

      “I live with the UFC,” he said.  He told her the story of his new cellmate, then they talked a little more, made love again, and finally lay down in each other’s arms.

      “I need my sleep, but I want as much of you touching me as possible.”

      They fell asleep together, her head on his chest and one arm draped around his waist.  Just before he drifted off to sleep, he felt something warm drip onto his bare skin.  He realized that Cira was crying.
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      When they woke up the next day, they showered together, cleaned each other with a bar of soap, kissed entirely too much for a workday, and then openly ached for that moment when all of this was over, and they could enjoy some post-op alone time.  Leopold had always allowed Atlas and Cira their time together.  He needed it, but Cira confessed to needing it as well.  He considered their time together to be a part of Leopold’s “bonus plan” for a job well done.  Atlas was immensely grateful for it.  Not only did this deepen his loyalty to Leopold as his employer and friend, but it also made him want to be a better asset.

      Sitting in the main room, Atlas found Leopold at work on his laptop.

      “What are you looking at?” Atlas asked.

      “Elmar Harfouch, our first lead.”  He turned the computer around.  Atlas saw the target and groaned.  “The guy just looks like a creep.”

      To everyone else, Leopold said, “Now that everyone is here, let me brief you so we can fine-tune our plans and then make something of this day.”

      Esty and Yergha were going through the weapons and surveillance gear Isabelle provided.  They set their weapons down and looked up at him.

      Leopold briefed the team on the info he’d received from Codrin.  Everything they needed to know about their first person of interest was now in a neat little dossier.

      “Elmar Harfouch is a teacher, which means he’ll be at school until the dinner hour,” Leopold said.  “We will visit Mr. Harfouch after dark, just in case things get…dirty.”

      Atlas read the man’s dossier: Stable job history, no arrest records, one complaint made against him by a boy in emergency stay who said he was uncomfortable with Harfouch’s odd behavior.  Other than that, he was clean.  He opened the section to Harfouch’s financials, but that was another story altogether.  Atlas quickly keyed in on six large cash deposits.

      “Interesting,” Atlas said, studying the line items.

      “The financials?” Leopold asked.

      “Did you see the last date of deposit?” he asked.

      Leopold nodded with barely-contained excitement.  “This lead is the drug, the first high…”

      “Yes, it is,” Atlas grinned.  “The latest payment corresponds to the time the boy went missing.  Who do you want on this guy?  Or do you want to dog-pile his ass and beat him to a stump?  Because I like that option if this dude is a level ten creeper.”

      “You, Esty, and Gregor.”

      Atlas smiled.

      “What about me?” Yergha asked.

      “You’re on weapons detail.  I don’t suspect the guns will need much cleaning, but I want them inspected thoroughly.  Some of the weapons look worn.  Reliability in the field is the objective, which means no surprises.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s anywhere we can zero-out the rifles,” Yergha said.

      “Ha!” Esty replied.  “Maybe on Harfouch’s skull.”

      Leopold didn’t seem to know what they were talking about.

      Atlas saw this and said, “You zero them out, meaning you test shoot them to make sure the aim is true.  If not, you adjust the sight or scope until it shoots true.”

      “Okay, yeah, makes sense.”  Not missing a beat, Leopold added, “We’ll inventory them and then rate them in terms of most and least cared for, that way we have guns ready now.”

      “She gave us grenades,” Esty said, the air around her sizzling with delight.  She lifted a box of the “green pineapples” for everyone to see.

      “Burner phones, too,” Yergha said.  He tossed one unit to each member of the team.  The corresponding phone number was taped to the back of each phone.  They all stored each other’s information in their presets.

      “What else?” Leopold asked.

      “We’ve got a ton of ammo,” Yergha said.

      “What exactly does Isabelle think we do?” Cira asked.

      “Kill bad people,” Kiera replied.

      “I’m surprised there’s not a chainsaw in here,” Yergha said, causing Atlas to grunt and shift position.

      “Not my finest moment,” Atlas said.

      “You’ve had a few of those,” Esty replied.

      “Don’t start.”

      “Did you think of me when you two were burning down the shed?” Esty asked, changing topics.

      Kiera laughed.

      “I did,” Cira said.  That got them going.

      “I wasn’t talking to you, Cira.”

      Yergha was dying inside and biting his fist to keep from squealing.

      “Focus, please,” Leopold said.

      “Can we do a Google map search on this guy’s house?” Atlas asked, ignoring Esty’s question.  “I want to study the neighborhood, the terrain, possible points of ingress and egress.”

      “I’m working on that now,” Leopold replied.  “But after I’m finished, yeah.  We can compare notes.”

      “Are you getting your hands dirty on this trip?” Esty asked Leopold.

      It was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “If it’s called for, then yes, that’s the plan.”

      There was a collective sigh of relief.  Leopold had been beaten badly enough in Prague to make any man hang up his gloves and never get back in the ring.  But there he was, saying he would take off the gloves and bang with the boys and girls if necessary.

      As always, Atlas’ respect for the man continued to grow.

      “So are we going to gut this son of a bitch or what?” Yergha asked when he finished looking over Harfouch’s dossier.

      “That option is always on the table,” Kiera said softly.
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        * * *

      

      Night had fallen over the city, and people were settling in for the night.  Atlas and Esty picked up Gregor, and then they headed to Harfouch’s home.  Esty introduced Gregor to Atlas; the men greeted each other with a nod.  On the way to the target’s home, Esty said, “Stop!”

      Atlas stopped the Land Rover, worried.

      Esty jumped out of the SUV and jogged across the street to a Land Rover of similar age and color.  She withdrew a compact multi-tool from her jacket and unscrewed the license plate from the bumper.  Within moments, she had grabbed the stolen plate and was hurrying back to their Land Rover.

      She climbed in, buckled her seatbelt, and said, “Find a remote place where I can safely switch plates.”

      “Good thinking,” Atlas said.

      Esty switched plates in an abandoned parking lot clear of any possible surveillance cameras, and then they continued to Harfouch’s house.

      They staked out the neighborhood, found an inconspicuous place to park, but then left when it looked as though their target was not home.

      Fifteen minutes later, after cruising through the neighborhoods, they returned and found a car parked at the curb and lights on inside Harfouch’s house.

      Before, there had only been darkness.

      “He’s here,” Esty said.

      Atlas’ stomach was lodged in his throat.  He glanced in the rearview mirror at Gregor.  The translator had that stone-cold look like nothing bothered him, least of all that moment.  The German had no idea what was coming next.

      Jochen said he searched Harfouch’s home before but didn’t see the boy, so it was safe to assume Matthias was gone.  They needed to know where the boy went and what condition he was in when he left.  If they left Harfouch’s house without a direction, this op was a DNR from the start.

      Esty walked up to the door; Atlas and Gregor flanked her.  She knocked lightly.  Atlas felt the presence of the man behind the door.  He was studying Esty through a peephole, possibly looking for signs of trouble, definitely thinking she was attractive, which she was.  The locks turned and the target opened his front door to the wolves.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “Elmar,” Esty said convincingly, “it’s me.”

      “I’m sorry…where have we…?”

      She shoved her way in, Atlas flowing in behind him with Gregor on his six.  Gregor shut and locked the door, and there were suddenly three of them looking down on Harfouch.

      The school teacher spat out words in German.

      “In English,” Esty barked.

      He eyed her, scared.  “I said, what is the meaning of this?”

      “Matthias Selge,” Atlas said.  His voice was cold, to the point, and vile.  He couldn’t hide his disgust even though he told himself that he must.  Had he not seen the payments in Harfouch’s dossier, he might have taken a different tack.  As it was, he was there to beat the truth out of the man if Esty didn’t do so first.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, backing up.

      Atlas shoved the boy’s photo into his face, causing him to take two steps backward.

      “I don’t know him!”

      Atlas was on him like a nightmare.  He grabbed the man’s skull, kicked a chair away from the table, then slammed Harfouch’s head onto the hard surface.

      Crushing the man’s ear into the table, Atlas said, “We’re going to ask you some questions.  We need you to be truthful.  If you’re not truthful or if you’re lying to me, I will start breaking bones.  If that doesn’t compel you to be honest, then I will start cutting off body parts.”  He fired a look at Gregor.  “Translate.”

      Gregor translated the threats.

      From what Atlas could see of Gregor, he didn’t go pale and he put his heart and soul into the threat.  Harfouch responded with a gasp, and then he began speaking German in a panic.

      Gregor translated: “He said he will happily cooperate, he just wants to know what this is about.”

      “Esty?”

      She moved in, took the photo of Matthias from Atlas, then slammed it on the table in front of his face.  “We know you know him.  Just tell us where he is and we will leave.”

      Harfouch spoke, his words sounding rushed, and sweat gathering on his forehead.  Gregor translated: “He said he doesn’t know.”

      Esty reached in, pinched Harfouch’s eyebrow, and ripped out a dozen untamed hairs.  The man yelped, the words now rushing from him in his frenzied state.

      “Slow down, speak clearly,” Atlas said, keeping Harfouch’s head pressed to the table.

      “I don’t know about him,” the man said, switching to English.  “I told the father that he didn’t come here.”

      “We know he was here,” Esty said.

      “No,” Harfouch insisted.

      Atlas used both hands to slam his head into the table another three or four times.  He stopped because the man’s legs had buckled and Atlas was practically holding him up.  Harfouch was weeping now.

      Esty asked again.  “Was he here, Elmar?”

      Through a hiccupping sob, he said, “Yes.”

      “Yes, he was here?” Esty asked.

      “I had him, but now I don’t.”

      “Where is he?” Esty pressed even harder.

      He reverted to his native tongue, his voice unsteady and full of pain.  Gregor translated: “The boy stayed here and then he went.”

      “How did he go?” Atlas asked.

      Gregor asked the question and then got an answer.  “He left on his own recognizance.”

      “LIE!” Atlas screamed into his ear.  “Last chance, you piece of shit.  If you lie again, I start breaking things.”  To Gregor, he said, “Tell him!”

      Gregor translated.

      To show that they were serious, Esty took Harfouch’s pinkie and cranked it backward.  She took it as far as it would go without it breaking.  All she needed was a little more pressure and it would snap like a dry twig.

      “Ask him again,” Atlas told Gregor.

      Gregor asked the man what happened to Matthias and how he left the house.  The answer was the same.  The translator looked up and said, “He claims the boy left on his own.”

      Esty glanced up at Atlas and received the look she needed.  She broke the man’s finger then jammed a wad of used napkins into his mouth to cut down on the noise.

      “Ask again,” Atlas said over the mewling sounds.

      Gregor asked again, even though the teacher was crying and sweating.  Esty pulled the napkins out of his mouth.  In English, he said, “I sold him, I sold him.”

      There it is.

      “Good, now we’re getting somewhere,” Atlas said, strangely calm.  “I need a name.”

      “I only have a number.”

      He looked at Esty who pulled out her burner phone, ready to input and save the number.  “Go,” she said.

      Harfouch recited a number from memory, but with each spoken digit, his awareness of the situation settled in.  He was going to die, either by Atlas’ hand or by the hands of those with whom he had done business.

      “Tell us the condition Matthias was in when he left,” Atlas said.

      “He was fine.”

      “Esty, search the house,” Atlas said.  “We’ll wait until you’re done.”

      She started tossing the place.  A few minutes later she came back with a packet of crystals and an odd-looking mixture of liquid Harfouch had stored in a plastic squeeze vial.

      “What is this, Elmar?” Esty asked.

      His eyes flashed for a fraction of a second.  It was enough.

      “Did you see that?” Gregor asked.

      Atlas looked at the translator, and then at Harfouch.  “Yeah, I saw it.”

      “Why do you have this?” Esty asked again.

      “It’s for my boils.”

      “The hell it is,” she growled.  She fired Atlas a look.

      Atlas punched Harfouch in the jaw hard enough to rattle his teeth and brains but not so hard that he broke anything.  “Answer the question, Elmar.”

      “It’s for the tea!” he cried.

      “This isn’t for your stupid tea,” Esty said.

      She glanced up at Atlas again.  Atlas fired a pointed-knuckle punch into the man’s eyeball.  He yelped and whined and then he started to growl like a beaten dog.

      “Speak!” Atlas roared right into his ear.

      “It’s a drug to help me sleep,” he finally said, his will breaking.

      Esty looked at Atlas with a question in her eyes, and then a hypothesis.  “I bet this is a drug to help his guests sleep too.”

      Atlas saw the entire ugly picture forming in his mind.  Drug the boy, take advantage of the boy, then sell the boy.  He didn’t know what went through his mind, how he seemed to decide this man’s fate all on his own.  Once the thought was there though, the reality of it sprang to life.

      Whatever black wave overtook him, it was spurred on by the knowledge that this man hurt children, therefore this was justifiable vengeance.  Atlas started slamming the man’s head on the table over and over again, refusing to stop until Harfouch went limp.

      Esty flashed him a disappointed look.  “What’s he going to say now?”

      Atlas dropped the man, then went into the kitchen and started rifling through the drawers.  He found a knife he liked, and he returned to find Harfouch coming around.

      When he sat up and looked around, the scumbag had that deer-in-the-headlights look.  It was the same newborn gaze babies wore when everything was new and fresh and they understood none of it.  And then the reality of the moment slammed home, and Elmar Harfouch was suddenly aware of everything.

      Atlas said, “Get up, pig.”

      Harfouch moved, albeit slowly, awkwardly, and favoring his broken finger.  His equilibrium hadn’t sorted itself out so quickly, but he seemed to understand the need for compliance.

      The left side of his face was swelling, he had a fat lip, and his eyes were heavy with fear but sullen at the same time.

      “How many times did you rape the boy?” Atlas asked, getting to the point.

      The man started to speak, but before he could craft the lie he was so desperately searching for, Atlas showed him the knife.

      “Honesty—even if you give me an answer I don’t like—will save your life.  But if you lie to me even once, I will know why you’re lying and I will kill you.”

      He felt Gregor beside him, still as a stone.  Harfouch spoke in German.

      Gregor translated.  “He said he gets a call, that’s it.  He goes to pick up the boys at the hotel where the man whose number he gave us works.  When he has the boy, he calls another number and arranges for a pickup.”

      “I want that second number,” Atlas said.

      He gave it, allowing Esty time to punch it in and store it.  “Now answer the question,” Esty said.  “How many times did you rape the boy?”

      Harfouch’s eyes were leaking again.  He managed to stand on weak legs but his back was slouched.  He looked both drained and terrified.  It was the right mixture of feeling Atlas was hoping to evoke.

      Harfouch spoke again.  Gregor translated: “He said he never sees them again and no one complains.”

      “How many times?” Atlas pressed.

      The creep was shrinking before their eyes, the full force of his shame boiling to the surface of his entire disgusting body.  This pedophile could not crawl deep enough inside of his skin to stop the profuse sweating, but he looked like he was trying.

      “Once,” he finally admitted.

      Atlas stood a little stiffer, drawing breath through his nostrils.  His mouth pinched-tight and he was scowling.  “You said you called another number.  This was the pickup guy.  Who was the other guy you called.”

      Harfouch was back to crying now, the breathless sobs coming fast.  Esty slapped the side of his head so hard he seemed stunned, frightened even.  Atlas glanced at Gregor.  The translator was a stone-cold pimp.  Not even an ounce of concern could be found on that mask of a face he wore.

      Harfouch repeated the same phone number, but Esty slapped him again.  “He asked for your buyer’s name, not his phone number.”

      “Name,” Atlas growled.

      “I don’t have a name,” Harfouch said in English.  “Just the cell phone number.”

      “Who gave you the number to call?” Esty asked.

      “The doorman,” he answered.  “I’m not the only person who does this.”

      “Good,” Atlas said.

      “Give us those names, too,” Esty said.

      Harfouch started to stutter, so Esty raised a hand to slap him.  Harfouch flinched hard.  “Names, you upright rodent!”

      He coughed up two more names and two more telephone numbers.

      “Tell me how you raped the boy,” Atlas said.  “Spare us no detail if you want to save your life.”

      “No, please,” he pleaded, his face wet and begging.  He reached out to Atlas, desperate, but Atlas slapped his hand down hard.

      “SPEAK!” Atlas roared.

      “I…I can’t.  Just do whatever you’re going to do.”

      Atlas went to the kitchen, turned on the stovetop burner, then went and grabbed Harfouch by the ear.  He dragged him into the kitchen, softening him up with a few blows to his bulging gut.  He knew he drove the shots in hard, but Harfouch got a burst of strength when he saw the red-hot burner.

      “Tell me!” Atlas said, reinforcing his hold on the man.

      “Don’t make me do that!” Harfouch screamed.

      Atlas forced his head onto the burner, leaving it to sizzle and pop.  When he felt the teacher had suffered enough, Atlas pulled his face off the heat, leaving a few layers of skin behind.

      “Are we going to do this again, or do you want to tell me a story?”

      “I’ll tell you everything,” Harfouch conceded, bawling now.  “Everything.”

      Atlas dragged him back to the table and shoved him into a chair.  The three of them listened as Harfouch confessed to having violated the young Matthias Selge.  He even told them where to find the digital camera.  Gregor went to find the camera, returning a moment later with the SD card.

      “Put it on the stove,” Atlas said.  Gregor complied, and the plastic went up in flames.  Esty was recording all of it on her phone.  Her disgust was palpable.

      Once Harfouch unburdened with this confession, he sat back and blew out a tired sigh.  A weight seemed to have lifted off his shoulders, but exhaustion set in fast.

      “How many others?” Atlas asked.

      “Only him.”

      Atlas spun the big kitchen blade in his hand then drove the butt end of it into Harfouch’s mouth so hard that his two front teeth broke in half.

      “How many others?” Atlas roared.

      The squealing man clapped his hands to his ruined mouth, spitting out a piece of one tooth and gagging on the other.  And then he stared at the blood draining from his lips like it was some form of alien goop.  When he looked up at Atlas, the terror in his eyes was real.  This wasn’t over.  Not by a long shot.  Atlas needed this man to tell him the absolute truth.

      “Seven,” Harfouch finally said.

      With this admission, Atlas had everything he needed to satisfy his code.  Atlas thought of those poor, broken souls, and he thought of his daughter, Alabama.  She had been raped to the point of having two children.  She was raped for years.

      His blood pressure spiked as the beast inside of him rose.  Eyes burning with rage, his nostrils flaring, the adrenaline surged with force through his veins.  He drove an elbow into Harfouch’s head so hard the man sagged in the chair and slid, boneless, to the floor.

      Atlas knelt and turned him on his side.  Esty kept filming.  Without a second thought, he drove the butcher knife deep into Harfouch’s Carotid artery.  Then, instead of pulling the blade back out, he punched it straight to the floor, ripping out the front of the rapist’s throat.

      “Looks like you’ve still got it,” Esty mumbled as red gushed everywhere.

      Atlas wiped the blade on the dead man’s shirt, stood up, and then wiped his prints off the handle.  “Got what?” he asked, looking at Esty without an ounce of expression.

      “That fucking crazy up in your head,” she spat while drawing imaginary circles over her temple with her forefinger.

      “Wipe down everything you touched,” Atlas said, unamused.  “I’ll check for any more SD cards, and then we’re leaving out the back door.”

      “I already cleaned up my mess,” Esty said.  “I’m a neat freak, especially when it comes to my DNA.”

      When the three of them left, they did so with four new leads and blood on their hands.  In the Land Rover, Esty called Leopold and put him on speakerphone.  “We have names and a few numbers.  If Codrin is still awake, we should see what he can give us on them.”

      “Tell me about Harfouch,” Leopold said.

      Atlas said, “He raped Matthias and then sold him to some asshole who buys kids.  The doorman at the COVID hotel runs a racket with Harfouch and a few guys like him.  The doorman gets a cut of the action.  We have his number as well, but I want to meet the doorman personally, see what he knows about the buyer.”

      Leopold let out a long, sad sigh.  “What about Harfouch?”

      Atlas remained silent.

      Esty frowned and said, “He ripped the man’s throat out.”

      “With his bare hands?” he heard Leopold ask.

      “Butcher knife.”

      “How did Gregor do?”

      “I did just fine, sir,” Gregor said, speaking up from the back seat.

      We’ve got a winner, Atlas thought.

      “Give me the names and numbers and I will call Codrin,” Leopold said.

      Esty read him the names and numbers of the two other participants in this vicious scheme, and then she gave Leopold the doorman’s number as well as the cell number to the buyer.

      “Return to the bat cave, get some shuteye, and then let’s handle these backdoor burglars tomorrow.”

      “Roger that, Boss,” Esty said.

      From the backseat, Atlas thought he heard Gregor snicker, but when he glanced at the man in the rearview mirror, he was merely sitting there without expression.

      “Did he just say backdoor burglar, or was I hearing things?” Esty asked, aghast.

      “He said it,” Atlas said.

      “Yeah, I thought so,” Esty replied.

      “Turd stampers also,” Gregor said under his breath, followed by another little snicker.

      Atlas turned, but the man’s face was again without expression.

      “What the hell, weirdo?” Atlas asked.

      “I didn’t say anything,” Gregor replied.  “Did you hear something?”

      Atlas and Esty exchanged odd looks, and then Atlas started the SUV and they headed back to the Deutschland Shitbox, a.k.a. the house.

      Atlas walked into the front room, bloody as usual.  The minute Cira saw him, a look of concern passed through her eyes.

      “Whose blood is that?” she asked.

      “Not mine,” Atlas said.

      She hugged him and he tried not to get blood on her.  “I wish I could have gone with you,” she said.

      “It was neither fun nor pretty.”

      “You can tell me all about it in bed,” she said.

      Gregor crashed on the couch while Leopold got the lowdown from Esty, after which she went straight to her bedroom.

      By the time Atlas had finished showering, everyone but Esty had gone to sleep, as evidenced by a soft glow coming from underneath her bedroom door.  After pouring a glass of water, Atlas opened Leopold’s laptop and read his final message to Codrin: Get the intel right because we’re about to crack open the sky and rain down fire and death.

      He stood and felt a lightness overtake him, an airiness that felt a lot like confidence.  Prague devastated Leopold, but it did not break him.  He was going to be alright.
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      Leopold split the team in two.  Atlas, Cira, Esty, and Gregor agreed to find and question one of the guys Harfouch gave up as well as the doorman.  Leopold, Yergha, and Kiera opted to take the other known pedophile.

      “So, are we going, then?” Yergha asked.

      “I’m expecting a call from Codrin any minute with the name and address of Matthias’ buyer,” Leopold said.

      Before they left the house to set upon these predators, when Leopold asked Gregor if it was true that half the German population spoke English, Kiera answered for him.  “We don’t need Gregor.  I speak German just fine.”

      “You speak two languages?” Leopold turned and asked.

      “Seven actually,” she said, “but I sometimes have a hard time keeping them separate.”

      “That’s because you rarely speak,” Esty said.

      “I do now.  And I do at the Monarch facility.  Each day of the week, we are tasked with speaking a different, corresponding language.  We conduct our affairs in the prescribed language of the day.  We do this all week, every week.  It’s helpful.”

      Atlas was impressed and feeling less-than-adequate at the same time.  This, of course, was not a new reaction for him.  As with Leopold, his admiration for this young assassin continued to grow.

      “Let’s go,” Atlas told his crew.

      “What about the Land Rover?” Yergha asked.

      “We have a rental being delivered to the house,” Leopold said.  “Atlas, you and your team take the Land Rover.  I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      “That was stupid,” Kiera replied, staring at Leopold.

      “Relax,” he said.  “Codrin is wiping the contract after we sign it.  Everything is digital these days anyway.”

      “But the driver,” Esty said.

      “He won’t recall this location in a week or two when it matters most,” Leopold replied.  “Besides, what about my role as the facilitator of this mission and signing your paychecks makes you think you can second-guess every decision I make?”

      “You know why,” Atlas said.  He was referring to the feds sniffing around NorCal and Leopold’s private residence.

      “It’s under control,” Leopold replied.

      “You said we were going to be clean this time,” Yergha said.  “These are possible points of exposure.”

      “Everything is a possible point of exposure.”  Leopold looked like he was getting hot under the collar.

      “Leopold is the blowback manager,” Atlas said, realizing it wasn’t his place to second-guess his boss.

      “Yeah, news flash,” Leopold grumbled.  When no one else spoke, he looked at Atlas and his team.  “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      Atlas drove straight to the questionable COVID hotel, the hotel Jochen told them about.  The parliamentarian had provided a detailed description of the doorman who sent his son off to Harfouch.  When they arrived, he saw a man outside matching the description.

      “Go get him, Esty,” Atlas said, relaxed in his role as the driver.

      “We’re breaking Cira in,” Esty said, the innuendo not lost on him.  “She can do it if she feels up to the task.”

      “Yeah, I got this,” Cira said getting out of the SUV.  The doorman was almost done with his cigarette, but he was also taking his time.  With each drag and exhale from his cigarette, he studied the butts of the more slender women as they walked by him on the sidewalk.  The man’s eyes were lustful and alert, but the rest of him slouched and moved slowly as if his instincts swung towards laziness and gutter-trash indulgence.

      “Crack the window, please,” Atlas said to Esty, who was sitting in the front passenger seat.  She took the glass down an inch allowing Atlas to listen to the exchange between Cira and the doorman.

      Cira walked right up to him and said, “Elmar Harfouch.”

      “What about him?”

      Cira drove a ferocious right fist into his gut, doubling him over.  She grabbed the collar of his coat and the seat of his pants, and she shoved him toward the Land Rover.  Gregor opened the back door then pushed himself to the other side of the bench.

      Cira shoved the doorman into the back seat, but he started to push back.  There was an easy solution for this, but it wasn’t pretty.  Cira went there anyway.  She jammed her thumb into the doorman’s asshole, making him jump in the right direction.  Then, she used the momentum and a few well-placed punches to force him into the back seat.  She followed him into the vehicle, shoving all the way, and then she pulled the door shut as Atlas pulled away from the curb.  The doorman started to protest, so Cira hit him.  Every time he tried to speak, she hit him again.  He finally just sat there, shaking like a leaf and scared.

      Atlas found a nearby street corner where the likelihood of active surveillance cameras was low.

      “Trade seats with me, Gregor,” Esty said.

      Esty got out of the Land Rover and traded seats with the translator.  The second she got into the back seat, she put a beat-down on the doorman while Cira became a wall the doorman could not get past.

      “Harfouch is dead,” Esty hissed.  To emphasize the point, the Salvadorian opened her phone and accessed the photo of Harfouch lying in a pond of blood.  She showed the doorman.  “Tell me everything about how this works, or we’ll find a disgusting place on the outskirts of the city and do to you what we did to him.”

      The doorman told them everything they wanted to know, up to a point.  That was where they hit the next wall.  This low-life sack of crap had nothing on Harfouch’s buyer.  Only a phone number—the same number Harfouch provided before he died.

      When they extracted as much information as they felt they could from the man, Cira choked him out and left him in a heap between her and Esty.  Atlas took off again.  They drove for a little while, getting into a bad part of the city.  The doorman finally came around.  He came to slowly, looking glassy-eyed and confused.  At least he didn’t unleash the kind of waterworks they had seen from Harfouch.

      Ahead, Atlas came to a dead-end road in an old, industrial part of the city.  Atlas rolled the window down and studied what looked like an abandoned building at the end of a street.

      “Get out,” Atlas said.

      “You’re just going to leave me here?” the doorman asked.  His face was bloody, his hair a mess, even his clothes rumpled and stretched from the beatings.

      “You heard him,” Esty growled.  She opened her door, got out, and motioned for the doorman to do the same.

      When he was getting out, Atlas pulled out his wallet, withdrew some cash, then hung his arm out the door for the guy to come and get it.  Standing there, looking pathetic, this predator was still bleeding from where Esty hit him.  He was suspicious of the money, but a cockroach was a cockroach, which meant he would want the cash.

      Atlas gave his hand a little shake.  “Money for a cab back to the hotel.  We’re not total heathens.”

      The guy finally walked over to take the money.  Atlas lifted his gun and fired two rounds into the doorman’s head.  The suppressed pistol wasn’t as quiet as he had hoped, but then again the suppressor looked old.

      “That’s two dead,” Gregor said.

      Atlas glanced across the center console at him, but the German was looking forward, unblinking, his lips pressed together in silence.

      “What did you say?” Atlas asked.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      What the hell is wrong with this guy?

      The team traveled to the address Codrin had provided: the first of Elmar Harfouch’s two pedophiles.

      “What’s this guy’s name again?” Cira asked.

      “Peter Bickler,” Esty said.

      It was a Saturday morning, so when they knocked on Bickler’s front door, no one was shocked that he answered.  The gross-looking man eyed the four of them with concern.  Before he could speak, however, Esty showed him a picture of Harfouch bleeding out.

      Bickler blanched, shrinking away from the grisly photo.  The one question Atlas was listening for him to ask was the one question he did not ask: Who is this man?

      “If you cooperate, you live,” Atlas said.  “If not, my friends and I are going to beat you to death.”

      “Why would you come to my house and say this?” Bickler asked, astonished.

      “Because Elmar Harfouch knows you,” Cira said.  The fiery blonde gut-punched him and then drove him back into his house.  The remainder of the team flowed in behind her; Gregor shut and locked the front door.

      Cira began to beat a name and phone number out of the accused pedophile.  A few minutes later, no one seemed surprised that Bickler began divulging information.  What gave them pause was the name he gave them.  It made no sense at all.

      “Say again?” Atlas asked Gregor.

      “Obsidian Rock & Gravel,” the translator repeated.  “They sound like a materials supplier, which makes no sense, but that was what he told me.”

      They questioned Bickler for the next 5 minutes, trying to see if the man was telling tall tales, but then he said, “I can only tell you what I know, and that’s it.  When the last boy was picked up—”

      “SOLD!” Atlas barked.

      “Yes, sold,” Bickler sheepishly admitted.  “When the last boy was picked up, the man I sold him to was driving a truck that had that name printed on the side door.”

      Esty asked how many of the children in his care were raped.

      “None!” he cried.

      Cira said, “Every time you lie to us, my friend Atlas is going to cut off one of your fingers.”

      The pervert’s eyes started to water.

      “He understands English just fine,” Esty said.

      Atlas grabbed a pair of scissors off the counter, but then said, “It may take a while to get each finger off.  It hurts more that way, but I’m dedicated.”

      “I’m a God-fearing man!” Bickler cried in English.

      “A God-fearing man who sells children to monsters,” Cira said.  “What do they do with them after you hand them over?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Cut off his finger, Atlas,” Esty said.

      “No, no, wait!” he said, waving his hands.

      While Atlas and his three team members stood there, Peter Bickler confessed to raping two of them—one boy and one girl.

      “If he is confessing to doing this twice,” Cira said, “then he likely abused most or all of them.”

      Bickler’s tears turned to an animated sob as he told them he was sorry, that he would do anything to take it back, and that he was sick in his brain.

      Atlas glanced at Esty with that look.  Esty looked at Bickler with disdain.  She frowned, shook her head, and said, “Pathetic.”

      “Time to do what we do,” Atlas said.  “Have you got the balls?”

      “You’re the resident psycho,” Esty said.

      “Get it done.”

      Shaking her head, hesitant for reasons Atlas didn’t understand, Esty said, “How’s this for having balls?”

      She shot him in the leg with a suppressed Glock, then threw him to the ground and started stomping his head until he was dead, dead, dead.

      “The only good pedophile is a dead pedophile,” Cira muttered.

      But then, Bickler slowly began to move.  A choked moan escaped him.  Atlas cocked his eyebrow at Esty as if to say she was not finished.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Esty replied with a frown.  She extended her hand and opened her palm.  Atlas placed the scissors into her hand.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” Bickler asked, not getting it.

      “Because kid fuckers don’t get to live,” Esty said as she knelt before him.  And with that, she drove the scissors into his eye, taking the most direct route to his brain.  To make sure the job was done, she used the heel of her hand to punch the shears in all the way.

      Cira was on the phone with Leopold a moment later.  She activated the speakerphone function.

      “Did you get anything from your scumbag?” Cira asked.

      In the background on Leopold’s end of the line, it sounded like something breaking, a man crying out, and then an open-handed slap, followed by more howling.

      “We’re working on it,” Leopold said.  “How about you?”

      She started to brief him on her progress but then Leopold stopped her and said, “Hang on a second.  Stay on the line.”

      A moment later, in the background, Atlas leaned into the phone and heard Yergha saying, “I don’t want a spa name, I want the name of the guy.  You sold the kid, what’s his name?”

      “All I can tell you is there is a spa,” he cried in the background.

      “Sorry,” Leopold said as he came back on the line. “We’ve got a make-believe artist here.  He’s talking about day spas.  Day spas!”

      “We got a landscaping materials supply company,” Cira said.  “Obsidian Rock & Gravel.”

      Leopold was quiet for a moment.  “That’s what Codrin just texted me.”

      “Did he provide an address?” Esty asked, joining Atlas and Cira over the phone.

      “Yes,” Leopold said.  “It’s not far from where we are.  But I want Codrin to pull up everything he can so we’re not going in hot and blind.  It could be we’re looking for a few guys.  The last thing we need to do is charge into a big company where ninety-nine percent of the staff is innocent, hard-working Germans.”

      In the background, Atlas heard Yergha beating the man again.

      “Maybe the guy isn’t lying about the spa,” Leopold said.  “If these people are operating like the mob, they will need cash-heavy businesses to launder their money.  We’ll know more when Codrin gets us dossiers on Obsidian’s owners.”

      They agreed to meet back at the Deutschland Shitbox for lunch and a full debriefing.
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      “Now that the killing has begun, we need to move fast,” Leopold told the team.  “These leads are solid but someone has to have seen something.”

      “What about the day spas?” Atlas asked.

      “I can only tell you what this man told me,” Yergha said.  “He claimed he sold the kids in his care to a woman in the spa business, that’s it.  He couldn’t say why she wanted the kids, nor did he ask.  None of what he said added up.  But when I pressed the issue, all he said was that the spas were probably fronts for some other business.”

      “Do you believe him?” Atlas asked.

      “He died telling the same story,” Leopold said, “so we believe that he believed his story.”

      Codrin called an hour later.  Leopold answered the call and put him on speakerphone.

      “I’m getting the names of the principles now,” the hacker said.  “But I’m also trying to get their financials, maybe even Obsidian Rock & Gravel’s original operating agreement.”

      “That’s great,” Leopold said.

      Codrin continued.  “I stumbled upon an early prospectus offering profit-sharing opportunities for private investors.  I can’t say for certain who these investors are or how many have invested.  But I can say for certain that this company has all the earmarks of a shell company.”

      “They might be body brokers,” Yergha said.

      “Sure, but for what purposes?” Codrin asked.  “Because, other than regular cash infusions, on the surface, they look like a legitimate company.”

      “Prostitution, the red rooms, snuff films, child pornography,” Cira said.  “You know this.  Why are you asking stupid questions?”

      “I need everything you can find on Schmetterling,” Leopold said.

      “Butterfly,” Kiera translated.  “Schmetterling means butterfly.  That’s the name of a spa and rejuvenation center.”

      “Oh, okay,” Codrin said.  “I’ll get right on it.”

      Twenty-five minutes later, he called back and said, “The business entity that owns the spa has four spas total, but there are also connecting accounts with a small, privately-owned trucking company and a nightclub.”

      “Sound familiar?” Atlas asked.

      “Mob,” Cira said.

      “Possibly,” Atlas replied.

      “How old are the accounts?” Leopold asked Codrin.

      “The spas and the club are fairly new, but the trucking company is old.  Twenty years old.  It’s also tied to a numbered account, which will make getting the financials tough, if not impossible.”

      “Do you have an address on the trucking company?” Yergha asked.

      “I have a lot of irons in the fire.  You guys are moving fast, so give me a second, and I’ll forward everything I have so far.”

      “Moving fast is how we roll,” Yergha said.

      Cira opened the laptop and got to work.  She pulled up the addresses for three salons but not a fourth.  A quick internet search gave her links to several articles announcing a new salon set to open in a few months.  The page featured a professional rendering of the finished spa, along with a photo of the framed-out building.

      Atlas, Leopold, and Kiera planned their routes while the others took power naps.  Well, everyone but Gregor.  He was wide awake and staring at Yergha, who had fallen asleep on the couch.

      “What are you looking at?” Atlas asked.

      “Middle Eastern men have always fascinated me,” he said.

      “How so?”

      He finally looked up and said, “I don’t know.”

      “Then stop staring at him,” Atlas said.  “You’re creeping out the normal people.”
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      Leopold divided the tasks for the four salons into two separate ops.  After that, he created new teams.  Atlas, Kiera, and Cira would hit the two closest salons, while Leopold, Esty, Yergha, and Gregor would take the two that were farther away.

      Leopold said, “If we can help it—because we’ll be operating in town now—we must be subtle.”

      “We’re not in the business of subtle,” Esty said.  “Not after what Atlas did.  And not after what I did.”

      “We need to keep as low of a profile as we can,” Leopold reiterated.  “I’m not kidding.  With the feds up our asses in the States…”

      “These are high-profile scumbags,” Atlas said.  “We’re not cops or active military.  We’re mercenaries on the right side of history when you boil it down.”

      “Yeah,” Yergha argued.  “What he said.”

      “Just try to be a little more subtle,” Leopold repeated.

      “We don’t do subtle anymore,” Cira said, speaking like she had been knocking heads on the streets for years.

      “I’m with Cira,” Atlas retorted.  “Yeah, fuck subtle.”

      Cira knuckle-bumped Atlas then said, “You’ve got to go big or—”

      “Or not go home!” Leopold erupted.  He tried to compose himself, but the cracks were starting to show.  “The feds showed up at my house.  They pressed Atlas and the warden, too.”

      “We can take care of that,” Atlas said.  “But right now, we are in the belly of the beast, so we take care of this first.”

      “We’re not killing feds,” Esty said, looking at him funny.

      “They may be dirty,” Leopold argued, “but they have federal credentials, and they can scream their way up the official channels if need be.  So, please, for the love of God and everything holy, let’s at least try to be subtle.”

      “Okay,” everyone said.

      “Just…let’s not make so much of a mess of people anymore,” Leopold said as he tried to wind himself down.”

      “Talk to Atlas on that one,” Esty muttered.

      Atlas made a scissor motion with his forefinger and middle finger; she flipped him off then looked away.

      “So, are we going or what?” Gregor asked.  “I need to go home and change my socks and underwear.”

      “Nerd,” Yergha said.

      This time, no one came to Gregor’s defense.
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      Atlas drove his team to the first spa, and though no one knew what to look for, they knew something was wrong for this business to be on their radar.

      Cira volunteered to talk to the receptionist.  She was dressed for a day at the spa and taking Kiera along as her “Russian girlfriend from Germany.”

      “I’ll watch for a sign,” Atlas said as he shut off the engine.

      “Ready?” Cira asked.  Kiera nodded.  “Good, let’s go shake some trees.”

      The two women got out of the Land Rover and walked to the front of the gorgeous facility.  She put her arm out; Kiera linked arms with her.

      “Pretend like you want to have sex with me,” Cira said.  “Also, pretend we’re just friends, and you can’t stand it, but you’re still trying.”

      “So, basically act like Yergha?” she asked.

      That elicited a lighthearted laugh that felt perfect for the moment.  “You’re something special, Kiera.  You know that, right?”

      “My handler says the same thing, although I don’t think she means it the way you do.”

      Kiera opened the glass door to the luxurious spa and rejuvenation center, and then she quickly assessed the building’s layout.  She was a killer trained to be what she was from birth.  Cira, however, had once been a student of wealth and décor.  And the décor in the spa was north of way over the top.  The two women could not have paired better for this task.

      A pleasant twenty-something woman sitting behind an upscale wood and metal desk greeted them with all the warmth of a block of ice.  She looked like a blonde Barbie doll with big blue eyes and cleavage for days.

      Cira frowned, then looked at Kiera.  The receptionist realized she was rude and, rather than offer a generous smile, revised her greeting, a tack made better by the spa music playing in the background.

      “Is that lavender I smell?” Cira asked Kiera.

      The essence of lavender smelled as if spritzed into the air only moments before their arrival.

      “Yes,” Kiera said.

      The receptionist stared at them both, not sure what to say next.  When Kiera spoke to her, she did so in fluent German.

      “My friend here is from Hollywood, and she is in Köln for the next few days shooting an action film with Gerard Butler and Diane Kruger.  We heard through the grapevine that this particular rejuvenation center caters to the most discriminating clients—those with money to spend and a need for revival.  Is this correct?"

      The young woman nodded, then glanced at Cira, blushing, possibly even star-struck.  Cira’s toned physique lent credence to the notion that she was an action star.  Even her “I’m better than you,” vibe was on point.

      The receptionist began listing the spa’s many services.  These services, however, were the kinds of services one might find in any rejuvenation center.  When the young woman finished speaking, Cira responded with a big Hollywood frown.

      She turned to Kiera and said, “I need a pick-me-up, and I need to relax.  I’m not seeing it here.”  Using her best bitchy-whiney voice, she said, “This place is pedestrian with barely a shiny finish.”

      In truth, Cira had no idea what she was looking for, only that it was likely illegal and certainly immoral.  Was she looking for drugs, human trafficking, sex work in a secret room with whips, chains, and buckets of lube?  It was impossible to tell.  If it was sex work with underage girls or boys, Kiera was perfect for her role, looking young the way she did.  Cira was subtly presenting herself as open to both sexes.  But if they were dealing drugs or money laundering, then this was the wrong approach altogether.

      “Let me show you our facilities,” the young woman said.  She gave them a tour of the facility, and when they arrived at the last room, Cira saw something unusual.

      “What goes on in here?” Cira asked about the room.

      Cryptically, she said, “This is a special room for special people.”

      In the center of the room was a comfortable, oversized chair.  There was no massage bed, esthetician tables, or hair stations.  Next to the chair was a rolling metal stand, polished to a shine.  An empty medical bag with clean IV tubing hung in a loop.

      One look around the room told Cira this was the ultimate in relaxation and nothing like the everyday services she saw in your typical spas or salons.

      “I am a special person,” Cira said.  Kiera rubbed her lower back like a friend who wanted to be closer, but Cira shrunk away from her touch, just as she would do if their cover were not a cover at all, but the reality of their relationship.

      “This is an expensive room,” the young woman said, smiling but not leaving.  She looked as though she was waiting for Cira to ask her something.

      Cira struggled to find that question.  “I have money,” she finally said.

      “This is the ultimate in rejuvenation,” the young woman continued in clunky English.  “It is a transfer of energy, guaranteed to bring you back to life.”

      Cira looked at the medical bag hanging on the stand.  “Is this a vitamin and mineral IV?”

      “Kind of,” the woman said.

      She started to speak English, but then she looked at Kiera and switched to German.  Kiera translated for her.

      “She wants to show us her special formula, but she says the service is expensive.  She also says the service is worth every penny, according to a large stable of repeat clientele.”

      Cira turned to the young woman.  “How much in American dollars?”

      “Around €7,200, or…” she said, pausing to do the math in her head.

      “$8000 US,” Kiera said.

      The receptionist smiled, grateful for Kiera’s quick mind.

      “That will be fine,” Cira thought as her heart rate soared.  “Please show me what I’m buying so that I may relieve myself of all of this stress and pressure.”

      She walked the two women to a back room with three refrigerators.  She opened the first fridge to a dozen stacks of blood bags.  Cira smiled.  Now she knew what she was buying and what they were selling.  On a nearby counter were three bags of blood.

      “This was the service promised by my friend in L.A.,” Cira said.  “Thank you for not making me ask you directly.”

      Kiera translated, and this seemed to put the young woman at ease.  “We search for the highest levels of discretion,” she said.  “I’ll just need your blood-type—”

      “O+,” Cira said.

      “Oh, good, that is the most common blood type,” she said, nodding toward the blood bags on the counter.

      “Tell me about the blood you use,” Cira said, hoping for more information.

      The young woman gave them her high-level sales pitch talking about the benefits of blood replacement related to the body’s energy levels.  She even took the time to describe the long-term benefits of this service.  But as transparent as she was, she offered nothing in the way of the donors’ ages or the methods by which they acquired the blood.

      “What about the donors?” Cira asked, her heart racing so fast it was hard to keep from sounding breathless.  “I don’t want to have an older person’s blood.  I was duped in L.A. once, and it only made me feel sluggish.  To make matters worse, I paid the same amount of money for that treatment as I am paying for yours.”

      Kiera translated, and then she listened to the girl respond in German.  Kiera turned to Cira and said, “She said this comes from children ages twelve or younger.  But for just under €2,000, you can get an infusion of fresh blood from a three-year-old male donor.  She said this is the most requested type of blood.”

      “How fresh is the supply?” Cira asked.  “And how long has it been stored?”

      The young woman smiled gracefully as if her answer was about to close the deal.  But then her eyes darkened when she spoke.  “We have a local supply that ensures 3 to 7-day freshness.  Most of the blood taken from our toddlers is around 3 days old.  We look at our weekly bookings and plan accordingly.”

      Kiera translated.

      “Your source is in Cologne?” Cira asked.

      The girl nodded, pleased.  The young woman spoke again in German, and as she went on, she picked up one of the blood bags warming on the counter.  She kept talking, and then she stopped and looked at Kiera, indicating she had finished.

      Kiera translated.  “She said that she has an O+ bag from a three-year-old male donor for a client who is coming in later today.  But, if you want to do the service now, she can pull another bag from the refrigerator and have it warmed in time for that client.”

      “How old is that bag?” Cira asked.

      The girl looked at the bag in her hands, and then in English, she said, “Two days.”

      “Will you take American cash?” Cira asked.

      “Of course,” the young woman replied with a smile.  “Cash is impossible to trace, of course, if privacy is your primary concern.  Plus, it is easy to clean.”

      Cira looked at the woman, and a smile spread across her face.  Not only did they sell toddlers’ blood, but they also had older kids’ blood on-site as well as ways to launder cash.  That was what she needed for the team to move forward.

      “You are thorough, and I appreciate that,” Cira said.

      While Kiera translated, Cira considered the full measure of this business.  The owners either drained or killed children for blood that they would later sell to high-society twats who wanted to feel better.  It was a simple business model for a unique service.  There was anonymity, high levels of cash involved, and the channels to wash it.  In many ways, that was the perfect business, provided you had no soul.

      She stood there, enraged, with her heart ready to explode.  The smile she forced was faltering.  When Kiera finished speaking, Cira looked at her and said, “I’ll need a change of clothes and my cash from the SUV.  Please let her know that I’d like the transfusion with the toddler’s blood.  And tell her I will pay the surcharge.”

      Kiera nodded and did as asked.  When she finished translating Cira’s English for the receptionist, the young woman was practically glowing.

      Cira was about to head back to the Land Rover, but instead, she stopped and looked at her new German friend—the receptionist.  “I will be here for a few days, but the production company is filming in various locations throughout Cologne.  My job is very demanding physically, so I expect to be run down and sore.  Is this the only Schmetterling that I can visit, or do you have this same service at other facilities?”

      Kiera relayed the question.  The girl nodded, smiled brighter, and then she spoke.  Kiera turned to Cira, translating.  “She says they are all privately owned by the same woman and that she delivers the blood supply weekly.  So, yes, she can offer the same service at any of their three salons.”

      “Good, thank you, Kiera.”

      “She also said she loves Hollywood movies and would love for you to come back and see her again.”

      Cira nodded again and then walked out to the front lobby, where she saw a woman with a nail-tech walking back to what appeared to be the facility’s only pedicure spa.  Of the two hair chairs in the salon, only one was in use.  The brunette getting her hair cut was older and attractive and dripping with wealth, judging by her clothes and choice of jewelry.  She spoke to the younger cosmetologist, the two of them deep in conversation.

      She walked out to the Land Rover, got in the front passenger seat, and said, “They’re selling blood transfusions.  For around $11,000, I can get the blood of a 3-year-old male toddler pumped into my veins.”

      “Good God,” Atlas said.

      “She claims that the blood I’m buying is 3 days old and that they have local sources to service their regular clients.  She also said my cash was easy to wash.”

      “They probably run it through the nightclub,” Atlas said, having seen more than a few money laundering operations in his time with the Vacaville P.D.

      “We need to handle this,” Cira said, unable to shelter her disgust.

      “Handle it?” Atlas said, his tone deepening.  “More like we tie it off.  Let me make a quick call to Leopold.  It will only take 30 seconds, but he will want the update.”
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        * * *

      

      In the Land Rover, she had grabbed her weapon of choice while Atlas pulled back the slide on his pistol, checking for brass.

      Cira walked into the salon with Atlas in tow.  The affluent woman in the hair chair glanced at the two of them and frowned when she saw Atlas.  The cosmetologist might have seen him as well before they headed down the hallway toward the blood room.

      When they entered the room, armed, the once-smiling young woman frowned and started speaking in German.  She looked around the room, trapped with these two unsmiling people, and then she started rattling off something less polite.

      Kiera changed states so quickly it was frightening.  She blasted the girl with a swift retort, speaking lightning-fast as if German was her native tongue.  The young woman’s mouth slammed shut, but her eyes were pumped full of fear.  Kiera slapped her so hard she staggered sideways and dropped the blood bag.

      The German found her resolve, then her anger, and then she barked at Kiera like a woman desperate to get them out of the salon as quickly as possible.

      Kiera drove an elbow into the girl’s face, wobbling her on her feet, and then she picked up the brunette and threw her over her shoulder as though she was nothing.  The receptionist started to cry and beg, and when she began to scream, it was because she saw blood draining from her face onto the designer carpet below.

      “Atlas?” Kiera asked.  “Some help here.”

      “I got it,” Cira said, stepping around Atlas.  She punched the girl in the temple hard enough to render her unconscious.

      Kiera said, “We’re going now.”

      Atlas led them into the reception area, where the four people in the salon were growing concerned.

      “Go!” he roared.  He whipped out his gun, and they hurried through the front door, one of them barefoot, the other in foils, and both of them terrified.

      “Car keys,” Atlas said to the receptionist as she came around.

      “Mine?” she asked through blood-soaked lips.

      “Yes,” Atlas said.

      Kiera dropped her like wet garbage.  She crawled to her feet, her hair sticking to the blood still oozing out of her face.

      “But—”

      Atlas glared at her.  “NOW!”

      She got up and reached into the desk’s top drawer.  A moment later, she handed Atlas her keys.

      Kiera drove a fierce right jab straight into her bloody chin then caught her as she fell.  She scooped her up again, the young woman unconscious once more.

      Cira took the keys from Atlas, grabbed a nearby cleaning towel, and ripped it into long shreds as she walked out to the parking lot.  She braided the scraps into a rope-like rag.

      “You want to help me?” she asked Atlas.

      “Whatever you and Kiera have going on has me curious,” he said.  “So, maybe I’ll just stand back and enjoy the show.”

      Cira unlocked the BMW M3 and opened the fuel door.  She went and stuffed the rag deep into the tank, leaving a small, hanging tail.  Meanwhile, Kiera dumped the receptionist into the gutter, then snugged her limp body against the unusually-tall curb facing the center of the rejuvenation center.

      Cira climbed into the M3, buckled her seatbelt, and backed into traffic.  She stopped in the middle of the street.  A woman in a compact piece of crap braked to a stop then laid on her horn.  Cira ignored the woman.  Her heart was in her throat, her blood flooded with adrenaline and roaring through her ears.

      “Girls have big balls, too,” she said as she stood on the brake and revved the engine.

      The rear wheels barked to a start but quickly lost traction.  They spun free and started to smoke, but the front brakes held them back.  She had a moment of weakness, but then she dumped the brakes, and the car launched forward.

      She spun the wheel toward the guttered girl, rocketing over her body and the curb in a bumpy, necessary transition, one that wouldn’t kill the girl or significantly slow Cira’s ascent.  She fought the wheel, righting the M3 seconds before impact.

      She plowed through the plate glass window and slammed into something that not only brought her to a dead stop but also activated the airbag.  The inflatable safety device punched her in the face, then pinned her to the seatback for one brief moment.  Rattled, instantly dizzy, she tried to take a breath.

      Fortunately, the airbag began to deflate, but pieces of broken glass were everywhere.  Her head hung between her shoulders, her nose was sore but not broken, and a line of clear drool drained from her mouth.

      She punched the cigarette lighter into the heating position, then waited until it punched out.  Pushing the door open, she staggered out of the car, nearly falling twice in the debris.  She touched her face where it was sore but felt no blood.

      Outside, she saw Kiera approaching a woman who had stopped her car to film the scene with her cell phone camera.  The assassin pulled her weapon, fired once, and hit the woman’s phone.  It flew out of her hands, startling her into action.  She jolted her car to a start so fast she accidentally backed over the tall curb, slammed on the brakes, then reversed direction.  When she could, she took off like her ass was on fire.

      Kiera fired two more times, punching holes in two more cars.  Both drivers raced out of there in a panic.  Atlas leaned on the SUV, his legs crossed at the ankle, his arms folded like this was the best entertainment ever.

      When the girl in the gutter started to move, Kiera turned and shot her, too.  Which meant somehow, she was complicit in all of this.

      No loose ends.

      That’s when Cira lit the gas-soaked rag hanging from the BMW’s fuel tank and ran out of the building.  The force of the explosion felt warm and wicked, and though it knocked her forward, she remained on her feet.  Turning around, gasping at the building now on fire, she returned to Atlas with a satisfied smile on her face.

      Atlas started to clap his hands; she took a victory bow.

      “You two nut jobs are perfect for each other,” Kiera said.  “So sloppy and loud, we’re likely to get pinched for this, but perfect nevertheless.”

      The three of them piled into the Land Rover, and that’s when Kiera said, “I brought a few of the grenades, but the BMW worked, too.”

      “You brought grenades?” Cira asked.

      “Smart, not hard,” the assassin said from the backseat.  “That would be a good motto to stand by.”

      “I give you ten points for style and another ten for not being subtle,” Atlas said.  “Take the glory while you can because Leopold’s gonna be pissed.”

      “He’ll be more pissed when we start lobbing grenades into the next salon,” Cira said.  She turned to Kiera and said, “Hand me one of those—”

      Kiera already had a grenade in hand.  “Have you ever used one of these before?”

      “Have you?” Cira countered.

      “Yes, I have,” Kiera said.

      “Good,” Cira replied.  “You can show me what to do.”
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      In a non-descript rental sedan, Yergha drove the team to the nearest rejuvenation center.  They arrived at a vacant building.  The spa was nothing more than an empty shell with the obvious signs of construction activity.

      “I’ll be back,” Leopold said.

      He got out of the car and tromped inside while Yergha, Esty, and Gregor sat in silence.  When Leopold returned, he was talking on his burner phone.  He hung up and got back in the car.

      “Cira said the spas are selling blood transfusions to wealthy clients for $8000 to $11,000 per treatment.”

      “What’s the cost differential for?” Esty asked.

      “The higher-priced service guarantees you get the blood of infants and toddlers.”

      Yergha felt heat building along the back of his neck.  He looked over at Leopold and said, “Is she sure about that?”

      “Yeah, positive,” Leopold said.  “They claim to have a local source.  That’s how they keep a fresh supply.”

      He gripped the steering wheel, then he popped the trunk lid, got out of the car, and grabbed a grenade.  With neither fanfare nor warning, Yergha walked up to the building, pulled the pin, and overhanded the grenade at the new plate-glass window.  The iron pineapple smashed through the glass, exploding spectacularly.  When he returned to the car, his face was red with rage, and he had a tick in his jaw that would not go away.

      “That’s not the subtlety I was thinking about,” Leopold said.

      “They’re selling the blood of kids, Leopold,” Yergha raged.  “We can’t just let this place stand!”

      “That doesn’t mean we need to be so noisy about it.”

      “I love you, Leopold, but Yergha is right,” Esty said.  “This place can’t stand.  People will see it burning and they will want to know why.  They should know.”

      They reached the next spa in record time.  Esty headed inside, carrying an M4 carbine in the ready position.

      To Gregor’s credit, he seemed to know what was coming next and didn’t shirk his responsibilities.  He didn’t even blanch, which was saying something with this team.

      “Everyone out!” Esty yelled.  Gregor translated with the same vigor.  Esty glanced back at him, surprised by his latent intensity.

      Leopold grabbed the receptionist by the arm and said, “Take us to the blood room, now!”

      She understood him well enough to take him to a room with refrigerators full of blood bags.  Yergha followed them in there.  Two bags were warming on a separate table, presumably for the day’s clients.  Yergha stared at the blood and wondered how many children had suffered to fill this pouch.  Then, glaring at the receptionist, he envisioned ending her.  Instead of yielding to his more aggressive self, he took out the burner phone and began filming the room, keeping the girl and Leopold out of the field of view.

      Leopold pushed the girl against the wall, jammed his Springfield pistol into her face, and said, “I’ll only ask you once.”

      A thin stream of yellow trailed down her leg, staining her ivory white tights.  The urine became a golden pool that formed around her foot.  Yergha looked up at the ceiling and saw the built-in sprinkler system.

      “Do you understand me?” Leopold asked.  She nodded, her terrified eyes locked on him.  “Who administers the blood transfusions?”

      “She’s not here,” she said, tears boiling in her eyes.  “She will be here in 2 hours.”

      “Where does all of this blood come from?”

      “I only do what Miss Deyers tells me,” she said, her voice trembling, the pool of urine expanding toward her other shoe.

      “Miss who?” Leopold asked.

      “Nina Deyers,” the girl said with a shaky voice.  “She owns the spa.  Her sister, too, but she’s dead now.”

      “We’re going to need a phone number for Nina Deyers,” Yergha said.

      She blurted out a number, which Yergha entered into the burner phone’s contact list.

      When they cleared the salon and rejuvenation center of its customers, Yergha pulled a grenade from his pocket and tossed the grenade in through the front door.

      The right side of the building exploded, a ball of fire blooming through half the salon.  The sprinkler system activated but the fire was strong and hot.  In the end, he knew the water would win out, and the blood bags would be preserved for the fire department to find.  They would likely alert the authorities and this entire operation would come to an embarrassing, grinding halt.

      When they got in the car and took off, Esty said, “Four rejuvenation spas owned by the same woman, all with blood banks in them.  How’s that for tying things off, Leopold?”

      “Tell me you changed license plates,” Leopold replied.

      “I did that earlier,” Esty grinned.

      “As with Prague,” Yergha mused, “we’re making the victim more interesting than the crime itself.”

      “It’ll only buy us time,” Leopold warned.  “We need to find Nina Deyers and the boy, and quickly.”  He didn’t sound like his normal self.  He was seriously on edge.  When his phone rang, he picked it up and put it on speakerphone.  “Talk to me, Codrin.”

      “I have good news,” the hacker said with excitement.

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Leopold replied as Yergha pulled away from the fiery scene. “What do you have?”

      “Obsidian Rock & Gravel,” Codrin said.

      “And?”

      “You’d better go in armed for war because these aren’t guys who mess around.  The principles are ex-military.”

      “Did you find anything on their financials?”

      “Nothing yet, but I managed to get what I think is an encrypted list of dark-money investors.  Oh, also, Nina Deyers is—”

      “The rejuvenation center owner,” Leopold said with disdain in his heart.  The mere thought of the woman, whoever she was, stirred up the acid in his stomach.

      “How did you know that?” Codrin asked.

      “Human intelligence,” Leopold said.

      “Like physical hacking,” Codrin said, “but with lots of blood.”

      “Speaking of blood,” Leopold said.  “These monsters are running a high-end blood transfusion operation.  That’s the racket.”

      “Really?”

      “They’re selling baby blood for a small fortune.  It seems that having a blood transfusion from young males is better than sex and better than drugs.  It’s the aphrodisiac of life.”

      “Wow,” Codrin said, stunned.

      “What can you tell me about Nina Deyers?”

      “I’m working on a dossier but she’s well-insulated.  I’ve got sealed records at a mental health facility from 30 years ago, a dead-end husband who’s six feet under, and shell corporations dressed up the usual scumbag way: offshore money in numbered accounts.”

      “Hey, I resent that.”

      “Why?”

      “I operate in the same manner because it works,” Leopold said.

      “But you don’t rape and kill children, or play Dracula at porn parties with society’s worst people.”

      “True,” Leopold said.  “Did you send me the info on Obsidian Rock?”

      “It’s on the way, Boss.”
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      Devil was at home holding the newborn child when Monique hurried into the sterilized room in the basement.

      “Nina’s spas,” she said, breathless and holding her rounded stomach.

      “What about them?” Devil asked.

      “They’re all on fire.  Someone blew them up!”

      “What?”

      “Someone drove a car into one store.  The other stores exploded.  Maybe someone used hand grenades, which was what one witness said.”

      “Dammit!”

      The baby started to cry.  Devil handed it to her and said, “Can you take care of this thing?”

      “What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Prepare it!”

      Monique was visibly startled.  She had seen him do this before, but she never did it herself.  Glancing up at him, anxiety etched all over her face, she opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out.

      Devil wanted to hit her at that moment.  Someone had attacked the salons, and now he was going nuclear inside.  He could get out so much stress just beating her to a pulp.  Instead, he pointed to the needle and the tubing attached to the first blood bag.

      “Just drain it!” he said.  She stared at the needle.  “You look stupid right now, Monique.  You know what to do.  Dammit, I don’t have time to walk you through this like you’re a child!”

      Enraged, he stormed out of the room, through the basement, and up the stairs.  He was in the BMW racing toward the warehouse when Nina called.

      “We’ve been hit,” she said, her voice cold but distant.

      “I’m on my way to the—”

      “Meet me at the Schmetterling 2,” she said, telling him to go to the nearest facility.  “It looks like we only lost half of each store, but not the half I would have wanted, given the circumstances.”  Meaning there was evidence of a lot of human blood on site.

      “What about Schmetterling 4?”

      “Someone saw a man throw a grenade into the store.  Most of it burned down.”

      He ran a hand over his face, pounded the steering wheel, then swore under his breath.  “Okay, I’ll be there shortly.”

      When Devil arrived, he saw firefighters bringing out stacked bags of blood.  He looked around for Nina, but she wasn’t there.  A call came in a moment later.

      “They’ve already discovered the blood,” she said.

      “Great, now what?”

      “Just go home, I have to think.”

      “Can’t we pay someone off?” he asked.  “We have people inside the police, the media…”

      “This might be too big.  Just hunker down with your mommy squad for now.”

      “I asked you not to call them that,” Devil said.

      “You’re lucky I don’t have you committed for the way you live your life, Hugo.  It’s disgusting on every level.”

      “It’s my life,” he said as he drove away from the scene.  “Is Brigitte with you at the warehouse?”

      “I’ve got her taking care of the supply for now.”

      “I’ll be indisposed for about half an hour after I return, so let her know that I will head over when the time is right.”

      “I know what you’re doing,” she said.

      “And there’s nothing you can do about it,” he snarled before hitting the END button.

      A text message arrived a moment later.  At the next stoplight, he opened the message from Nina.

      I’M STILL YOUR BOSS WHICH MEANS I CAN STILL FIRE YOU.

      He texted back a poop emoji.

      Back at the house, he stormed inside, stomped down the stairs, and burst into the blood room, ready for a fight.  He stopped when he saw the scene.  Monique looked up at him and smiled that scared, sheepish smile.

      Devil saw two full blood bags, both hanging side by side.  He stood back and told himself it was okay to relax, that he needed to let go of all the pent-up energy so he could think straight.

      He went and sat in an oversized chair at the center of the room and said, “Give me my fix, now.”

      A few minutes later, Monique set him up for a fresh transfusion.  He reclined in the chair, head lolling and his eyes heavy.  He had been doing blood transfusions for years now, but none were as sweet or as euphoric as when he infused himself with blood containing his DNA.  His eyes rolled into his head, and his mouth hung open as a starburst of ecstasy turned him into an electric beacon he was sure someone could see from space.

      “Suck it,” he managed to say.

      Monique unfastened his belt, pulled down his pants, and began to perform fellatio on the love of her life.

      After maxing out on two of life’s best delights, he looked at Monique and said, “When this high wears off, we can do anal if you want.”

      “I want,” she said, needy sounding.  Then, looking at the half-empty bag of blood and the capped needle, she said, “Can I have a taste of that?”

      “Better for us to share yours when it comes,” he said, nodding to her belly.

      “Okay,” she said, her lower lip pushed out in a frown.

      He stood and pulled up his pants.  Then he looked at Monique.  She was staring longingly at the blood bag.

      “If any of that is gone when I get back, you’re gone, too,” Devil said, too high to growl.  “Do you understand me?  I’m not kidding.”

      She nodded.  “I understand.”
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      The two teams met back at the house.  Leopold ordered lunch by phone and paid cash when the feast arrived.

      “How much alcohol do we have left?” Yergha asked.

      “Enough,” Esty said.

      The team ate, drank, shared a few war stories, and had a few moments of silence.  After lunch, Leopold debriefed Atlas and Cira, frowning when Cira told him what she did with the BMW at the first spa.

      He was about to go off on her when his phone rang.  He looked at the display and said, “Jochen Selge.”

      Leopold put the phone on speakerphone.  “Jochen, what can I do for you?”

      “I’m calling to see if you have a status update.”  For a politician, Yergha thought he sounded rather uncomfortable.  Then, whispering, Selge said, “It’s for Eva.  I know to leave you alone while you work, but wives don’t always respect that.”

      “We’re closing in on the people who took Matthias,” Leopold said.  “I’m pleased with our progress, but as you said, we are still working.”

      “You’re sure he was taken?”

      “We’re sure.”

      He was quiet, then, “What’s next?”

      “We are working on a couple of promising leads.”

      Yergha glanced at his team.  A few were halfheartedly listening to the call while the others finished the food and alcohol.  No one was having an easy time dealing with the time change.  Having come from Turkey, he wasn’t one of those people.  In 10 minutes, everyone would want that thirty-minute power nap.  He turned his attention back to Jochen and Leopold’s conversation.

      “We’re going to hit the targets after hours,” Leopold said.  “With the right takedown strategy, we could have Matthias in our possession by nightfall.”

      “I appreciate everything you’re doing,” he said.  He paused for a moment as if weighing his next words.  “I have something to ask you, Leopold.”

      “Go ahead,” Leopold replied.

      “The authorities found some bodies last night and this morning.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Ruperto Dahn was found in the street last night. He had been shot twice at point-blank range.”  The doorman.  “And Elmar Harfouch was butchered to death in his home last night.  The news broke about an hour ago.  They said that Harfouch’s throat had been ripped open, and he bled to death on his kitchen floor.”

      “Wow, that is terrible,” Leopold said without an ounce of conviction.

      “Plus, firefighters extinguished four fires at four separate spa and rejuvenation centers.”

      “Sounds like a rough night in Cologne.  The owner must be devastated.  Did you happen to get her name?”

      “You tell me,” Selge said, halfway annoyed.

      “A woman trafficking in children’s blood,” he said, coming clean because he could.  “She has a local supply of toddlers, as well as a small trucking company and a nightclub she might be using as front organizations.”

      “And how does that affect us, Mr. Wentworth?”

      “I can’t say just yet, but I can tell you that in the next few days, you will find two more bodies.  Pedophile opportunists like Elmar Harfouch.  Both men died in the same fashion.  Option Red, Jochen.  You and Eva placed the order.  We are simply fulfilling our end of the bargain.”

      “Again, other than Harfouch, what do these men have to do with Matthias?”

      Selge’s tone changed.  He was no longer speaking on behalf of his grieving wife.  To Yergha, it sounded like he was questioning his subordinates and staff.

      “Like Harfouch, they rape and sell little boys and girls,” Leopold replied, his patience waning.  “Would you like to hear the sordid details?  Or would you prefer that Matthias tell you a similar story when you see him next?”

      There was a long silence, and then he said, “I will let you finish your work.”

      “I think that would be best, Jochen.”

      The line went dead.  Leopold shook his head, staring at the phone as if it had just grown two dicks in the desert.  He tossed it aside and started to say something, but Yergha beat him to the punch.

      “Asshole politicians,” Yergha said.

      “Exactly.”

      Kiera and Gregor went to the other room to sleep.  Yergha heard her tell Gregor that he could lay down next to her but that she would gut him if he touched her or stared at her while she slept.  Naturally, he agreed to her terms.

      Cira took Atlas’ hand, and the couple went to their room to either sleep or have sex.  Judging by the looks on their faces, it was likely the former, and then the latter.

      That left Leopold, Esty, and himself.

      Leopold sat up and said, “I’m going to get an hour of sleep.  Wake me if the world falls apart before then.”

      “You got it, Boss,” Esty said.  She sat cross-legged on the couch.

      “Does it bother you that I’m attracted to you?” Yergha asked her.

      “No,” she replied.  She was perusing the internet using the clean laptop Isabelle Norwood provided the team.

      “When are you going to let me do something about it?” he asked.

      “When hell freezes over,” she grinned, not looking up.

      “That soon?”

      “Maybe not that soon,” she laughed.

      “I was thinking about getting a wife,” Yergha said, relaxing into the easy chair.  Surprisingly, his eyelids bobbed.  He was more tired than he thought, but he was also happy.

      Esty glanced up and fixed him with a look.

      “The other day, at one of the outdoor markets, I watched this mother and father shopping with their two small children, and something about the sight of them spoke to my heart.  I realized that if I died, no one would care.”

      “Wait a minute,” she said, “you have a heart?”

      “Barely,” he said.

      She started to smile, but then she realized he was being serious.

      Yergha continued.  “I started thinking about the mark I would have left on this world.  Right now, it would be death and dismemberment and a lot of partying with more than a few different women.  But I want to be in love, you know?  Like Atlas and Cira.  I might even want to have kids someday.”

      “Are you jealous of them?” Esty asked.  “Atlas and Cira?”

      Yergha nodded shamefully.

      “Yeah, me, too.”

      “Because of Atlas?” he asked.

      “Because of how he looks at Cira as if she is his whole world.”

      “She looks at him the same way,” Yergha said.

      “Is that why you want to be with me?” Esty asked.  “Do you want to have what they have?  Or at least something resembling that?”

      He shifted position in his chair, achieving maximum comfort.  Sleep was tugging at him hard now, and it was all he could do to stave it off.

      “I just want to see your tits.”

      She threw a pillow at him; he could not duck in time.  The throw pillow bounced off his face and fell on the floor.  The two of them shared another tired laugh.  He wanted to tell her he loved being around her, no matter the circumstances, and that he was happy that she was there, but that would be mixing his feelings with the business end of the job, and that was a no-no unless you were Atlas and Cira.

      “I should go to bed,” she said, getting up.  “What are you going to do?”

      Yergha released a contented sigh and said, “I’ll just sit here for a few minutes.  Maybe drift off to sleep.  I don’t know.  It’s good to be around the people I like and love most.  I miss this, you know?  I want to take it all in before it’s gone again.”

      He let his eyes drift around the old, cozy room.  He was comforted by the camaraderie he felt.  And, for the first time in a while, he was with his tribe, his family.

      Esty got up and headed to bed, but before she retreated to her room, she turned and said, “Yergha?”

      He looked over at her with a dreamy smile.

      She lifted the bottom of her tank top and bra and let both breasts fall free, giving him more than a paltry glance.  He stared at them, speechless, breathless, trying to process this incredible moment.  Before Yergha could utter a single word, let alone pick his jaw up off the floor, Esty leveled him with a sadistic giggle.

      “You’re welcome,” she said before going to her bedroom and shutting the door behind her.

      Not an invitation, just a gift.

      “Slayer by day, seductress by night,” he whispered to himself.  “Woman, you’re going to be the death of me.”

      Codrin called an hour later, but no one answered the phone.  The call went to voicemail before Yergha could get up.  Leopold’s phone rang again, prompting him to hustle out of the chair and answer the call.

      “Leopold?”

      “Yergha,” he said.

      “Is Leopold there?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid he’s using the toilet right now, and it might be a minute.”

      “Gross,” he said.

      “I’m kidding.  He’s still asleep.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “These guys are trying to figure out the time change, but it seems to be stumping them all.”

      “Leopold doesn’t like me making small talk,” Codrin said.

      “Then stop.”

      He fell silent for a moment, and then he said, “I have three names and addresses.  Write them down.”

      Yergha grabbed a pen and paper.  “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Codrin gave Yergha the names and addresses of Deyers Trucking Company, a nightclub called Bootshaus, and Obsidian Rock & Gravel.

      “I was able to decrypt some of the basic documents from Obsidian, information that might be publicly accessed elsewhere.  The guys who founded the company are real scumbags.  Every search I do proves that they are not good people.  I located a treasure trove of files on the principal investors, but they have military-grade encryption.  So it might be an issue.”

      “How many employees at each place?” Yergha asked.

      “They’re all small operations with a handful of employees each.  The nightclub has the most employees, but it is also a cash business, making it the likely choice for laundering their dirty money.  Some guy named Hugo Fairbanks runs the club.  I haven’t found much on him yet, but I’m doing a deep dive on Fairbanks, as well as Nina Deyers and Tanner Gaetz.  Gaetz started Obsidian Rock & Gravel 3 years ago.  He is Obsidian’s number one, and he’s former military.”

      “Special operations?” Yergha asked.

      “Staff Lance-Corporal.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yeah.  They’re all either low-ranking military or guys with what you Americans would call ‘rap sheets.’  Most offenses are petty theft, drug dealing, and armed robbery.  A couple of them used to run girls and guys, but now that prostitution is legal in Germany, that’s not such a big deal.”

      “Is there anything else?” Yergha asked.

      “Has anyone died yet?”

      “On our side, or the enemy’s side?” Yergha asked in a bid for clarification.

      “The enemy’s side, obviously,” Codrin said.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “How many?” he asked.

      “A lot.”

      “How many, Yergha?” he pressed.

      “This is small talk.”

      “It feels big.”

      “I’m going to tell Leopold,” Yergha said.  “Do you want that?”

      “No,” Codrin said, sullen.

      Knowing the phones were encrypted on Codrin’s end and untraceable on his end, Yergha gave in and said, “Four dead and we burned down four businesses.  Nina Deyers’ blood spas.”

      Codrin let out a painful-sounding sigh.  “I wish I could be there with you.”

      “No, you don’t,” Yergha said before hanging up.

      He went to Leopold’s room and knocked lightly before entering.  The man was asleep in bed, snoring hard—an unfortunate result of his recently-broken nose.

      “Leopold,” Yergha said.  The man didn’t stir.  “Yo, Leo.”

      “Don’t call me that,” he grumbled.

      “Codrin came through again.”
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      The primary goal was to find the boy.  The secondary objective was to keep the collateral damage to zero.  After that, it was all about Option Red.  Leopold defined the two targets as Obsidian Rock & Gravel and Bootshaus Nightclub just off federal road 55a at the river Rhine.  He then set the ROE as defensive engagement only, but not everyone took that to heart.

      “What about me?” Cira asked.

      “You’re sitting this one out,” Leopold said.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you turned a BMW into a bomb.”

      Instead of quietly taking her licks, Cira said, “I understand that I let you down and that I need to take directions better, but this is game time, Leopold.  I’m an asset to the teams.”

      “Not when you’re acting independently of the team.”

      “Benching a capable fighter while tackling two targets with an unknown number of hostiles, doesn’t feel operationally sound.  That might be the right thing for my growth and development, but you’re leaving Atlas and Yergha without available backup.  That’s not fair to them.  It’s dangerous to the team.”

      As a fellow tactician, Leopold knew she was right.

      “Gregor knows how to operate a drone,” she continued.  “He can go with you to Obsidian and keep you apprised of any potential threats from the God position.  And I can go with Atlas and Yergha to take down the nightclub.”

      If Leopold thought he could sideline her without a fight, she was showing him that he was wrong.

      “If you let me go, we will lock down Bootshaus before it opens.  But if we lose tonight’s window—which could happen if we don’t resolve this quickly—then we risk losing another 24 hours.  We can’t afford that.”

      “No, we can’t,” Leopold said, seeing her point.  He looked at Atlas with the question in his eyes.  “Are you good with that, Atlas?”

      “All good, Boss,” he said.

      “Do you seriously want me to be a part of the operation?” Gregor asked, nervous.

      “Grow some balls, Casper,” Yergha said.

      “I don’t want to mess up your operation,” he answered candidly.  “Language is my forte, and though I can fly a drone, I don’t know the signals or how to do what you do.”

      “I’ll teach you what you need to do well,” Kiera said.

      “And if you make a mistake,” Leopold said, “we’ll adjust on the ground.  That’s what we do.  We’re professionals.”

      Atlas started to laugh, and the others joined in.  Pretty soon, both teams were laughing.

      “Oh, who are we kidding?” Esty asked.  “We’re sloppy as fuck.”

      “Just the way I like it,” Yergha said.

      “Say what you will,” Atlas added, “but I’m three for three since I joined the team.”

      “Says the Texas Chainsaw Massacre,” Esty joked.

      Atlas flipped her off, but he did so with a grin that quickly turned to laughter.

      Leopold couldn’t help but shake his head and grin.  What they said was true.  Except for the one true professional in the room, Kiera, they were flying by the seat of their pants and trying to survive on limited tactics and good luck.

      Operationally speaking, he prayed their luck would carry.  Logically speaking, that luck would run out one day, and he would have to answer for his faults as a leader.

      “Alright, boys and girls,” Leopold said, reining them in.  “Let’s go hit these sorry sons of bitches where it hurts.”

      “Yeah, right between the eyes,” Atlas grinned.
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      Atlas, Yergha, and Cira were first to leave the house and would be first to arrive at their designated target: Bootshaus.  More than anything, Atlas wanted to find Matthias alive and do unspeakable things to the people who took him.

      He didn’t like who he became when he was in hunter/killer mode, but taking his beast off the leash was a necessary evil.  His behavior in prison was no different.  He needed to be the scariest animal on the block to keep the other animals in check.  Besides, with a limited amount of time in the real world, he needed to make the most of his exploits.  Who knew how long he would be in prison on his next stint?  And would Richardson even let him into gen pop?  If someone was trying to smoke him, another version of Kortner, would they try again?

      The best thing Richardson could do for herself was let them kill him.  That would wipe her slate clean.  She would be as pretty as a scar.

      The operation was underway, though, so it was time to put those thoughts on hold.

      When they arrived at the nightclub, there were only four cars in the lot, and one of them was a 7-series BMW parked against the building.

      “That’s Hugo’s bimmer,” Cira said.  Codrin’s intel told them as much but it was good to have confirmation.

      “What about the other cars?” Atlas asked.

      “More targets,” Yergha replied.

      “Meat,” Cira said.

      “Not everyone is dead meat, Cira,” Atlas said.  “You need to know that.”

      She stiffened her upper lip but took his advice.  He reached for her hand with a smile.  She let him take it.  They exchanged glances, an entire conversation taking place in that one look.

      She nodded, then said, “I know.”

      They parked the rental car beside Hugo’s BMW, keeping the guns and knives out of sight for now.  The trio approached the main entrance, where two beefcakes were outside jaw-jacking.

      “Wir sind geschlossen,” the big one said as they approached.  He had fifty pounds on Atlas, more on Yergha, and way more on Cira.

      “He says they’re closed,” Yergha translated.

      Cira stepped up and kicked the big man in the balls.  He bent forward, his eyes bulging.  A sharp and efficient elbow strike to the face opened up his lower lip, causing the big man to back up and grab his hemorrhaging face.  Tightening the space between them and never waning in her attack, Cira throat-checked him hard.  He made a quacking sound in the back of his throat, stumbled backward, and fell into the bushes.

      Time seemed to stop for a moment.  Cira moved like a whirlwind, fast and ferocious, her strikes efficient and lethal.

      No one expected this kind of violence from her, least of all Atlas.

      Before bouncer number one got his ass handed to him, bouncer number two threw a huge haymaker punch at Yergha.  The Pakistani palmed a grenade which he used to block the incoming strike.  The bouncer’s knuckles slammed into the explosive’s iron side.

      He jumped back and shook his hand, shocked by the turn of events.  His shattered hand and his will to continue seemed broken, but Yergha was just getting started.  He attacked with a vengeance, smashing his face over and over again with the side of the grenade.  The German fell into the dirt, his unconscious body stiff as a board and his eyes rolled back into his head.

      When Yergha turned around, he had a misting of blood on his face.  That was nothing compared to the wild look in his eyes.

      “Acceptable casualties?” Yergha asked.

      “Acceptable casualties,” Atlas said.

      They walked into the nightclub, where a DJ on the far side of the building was setting up his equipment.  But the DJ’s buddy was nearby, working on his laptop.  Yergha pulled his sound-suppressed pistol and fired a round into the kid’s laptop.

      “Jetzt verlassen,” Yergha said.  Leave now.

      The guy saw the gun and three people who would kill him if he didn’t move, and that was all the motivation he needed.  He grabbed his ruined laptop and moved quickly.  The guy setting up the stage took his laptop and slipped out the back door.

      They were about to head upstairs when Cira saw a girl hiding.  She looked like a club rat or a door girl, or maybe a go-go girl.

      “Hugo Fairbanks,” Cira said to her.

      The scared girl pointed upstairs.  Atlas took a few steps back and looked up at a single staircase leading to what appeared to be two rooms with closed doors.  He heard a muted, throbbing sound coming from the far room.  Someone was partying upstairs.

      “Verlassen,” Yergha said.  Leave.

      The girl left quickly, her face tempered as though she were about to squeal with fear but was holding it in until she could escape.  When the girl was gone, Atlas looked at Cira and said, “Clear the main floor and then meet us upstairs.  If you see Hugo, detain him and then shout it out.”

      “Roger that,” she said, taking off into the club.

      “Don’t let him hear you call him Hugo,” a man said in perfect English.  His voice was even-keel with barely a hint of fear.

      From a nearby room, a fit middle-aged man emerged.  He had his hands up, and he wore a genial smile on his face.  It was unnerving.

      Atlas and Yergha trained their guns on the guy, but he did not flinch.  He was expecting this kind of reaction.

      “What should we call him?” Yergha asked.

      “Call him Devil.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Atlas asked.

      “Nobody,” he replied.  “I’m not armed, and I don’t have a dog in this fight.”

      “Then why are you here?” Atlas barked.

      “That girl you just ran off was my date tonight,” he said.  “I’m only a promoter, and honestly, I was trying to get laid, that’s all.”

      “Lift your pant legs, one at a time,” Atlas said.  He did.  There were no weapons.  “Now, your shirt.”  The man complied.  “Keep your shirt up and slowly turn around.”  The man was unarmed, as he promised, so Atlas flicked his gun toward the exit.  “If I see you again, I will kill you, do you understand?”

      “Perfectly.”

      “Good.  Now go.”

      “Devil?” Yergha asked.

      Atlas didn’t show it, but he was shocked.  Before Atlas killed Willy Kortner back at NorCal, Kortner said someone named Devil had hired him.  Atlas thought he was referring to “the devil,” not a man called “Devil.”  Could this be the same guy?  And if it was, why in the hell would he want Atlas dead?  He said something about Prague, but what was the connection?

      A moment later, a guy came running out of the men’s restroom with a busted nose.  Blood was gushing down the front of him and he looked terrified.

      “All clear,” Cira said as she strolled out after him.

      “That was quick,” Yergha said.

      “Not much to see.”

      The trio pulled their suppressed weapons close to their chests, barrels down, ready to push and roll.  They moved up the stairs quickly, using the efficiency of movement.  With Atlas taking point, they breached the threshold and cleared what appeared to be the main VIP room.  Next door, on the other side of the shared wall, the air throbbed with a trance-music beat.

      Atlas waved them forward.

      The next lounge was locked.  There was a small, rectangular pane of privacy glass covered by what looked like a sliding-metal door.  Atlas stepped back, aimed his weapon at the glass door, then said to Yergha, “Knock.”

      Yergha stepped around Cira and knocked.  They waited, but the music didn’t taper off.  When the song stopped, Atlas looked at Yergha.

      “Again, but louder.”

      Yergha knocked a little longer and louder than usual.  The next song started, and someone lowered the volume, but not by much.

      “Stand back,” Atlas warned, eyes on the glass, breath still, waiting.

      The moment the metal cover pulled back, Atlas saw a tattooed face with big black eyes looking at him.  Atlas fired a shot, which caused the glass to explode inward.  The man’s head snapped sideways, and he turned and ran.  Atlas fired two more rounds into the room while the tattooed freak covered his head with a protective hand.

      Atlas reared back and kicked in the door.  He and Yergha took cover on either side of the threshold.

      “Doors or windows?” Yergha asked about the interior.

      “Looks like a sealed room,” Atlas said as he stole a look inside the small, neon-lit lounge.

      “Are we going in or what?” Cira asked.

      “Efficiency of movement, verify your targets, no friendly fire,” he said.  He looked last at Cira.  She nodded.  “Okay, on my go.”

      “Good to go,” Yergha said.

      “Good to go,” Cira said.

      Atlas was about to slip into the glowing blue room when the dance music cut.  The sudden silence was uncomfortable.  He had a bad feeling, but he ignored it.

      With his weapon at the ready position, Atlas crossed the threshold and made a preliminary sweep of the room.  The rectangular lounge was lit with a mixture of cobalt-blue fluorescents, pink tube-lighting, and a gold spotlight that had been positioned over a stripper’s pole.

      Large couches lined the walls, and more than a few wall-mounted televisions played the same fast-moving anime cartoon.

      The center of the room boasted several cocktail tables that were plush and cozy-looking despite the nature of the furniture.

      The minute Atlas moved into the room, two shots rang out.  He felt a bullet catch him in the face.  He backed into Yergha hard, and both took cover in the open hallway.  From the safe sector, he touched his face and drew back blood.  Fortunately, he felt no holes.

      “You hit?” Yergha asked.

      “Grazed.”

      Cira was looking at him wide-eyed.  He wanted to yell at her for showing emotion, but they were active, so all training was post-op, not mid-op.

      “Atlas?” she asked.

      “All good here,” he said.  “Yergha, you push right and clear behind the door.  Cira, you flow left behind Yergha.  Wait for my lead.”

      “Roger that,” Cira said.

      “Roger that,” Yergha said.

      “Cut the room in thirds,” he told Cira.  “Your targets are yours.  If there are multiple targets in my one-third and you can pump lead into the fight, it’s okay to overlap my line.  Just don’t cross into Yergha’s line.”

      “All clear,” Cira said.

      “Keep your shoulders aligned with mine,” Atlas said.

      “I said I got it,” Cira said again.

      The shot came from the dark corner of the room.  Atlas swept the doorway once more, eyes on that corner, but not blind to existing threats.  Unfortunately, the dead space ahead was low, which made for poor cover should the shooter open up.  The last thing he wanted was to get trapped in the middle of the room with nothing but cocktail tables for cover.

      “Watch your ten,” he told Yergha.

      He had seen the muzzle flash right about the time the lead cut a hot trail across his jawline.  But that didn’t matter.  At that moment, he was all about forward motion.

      He took a breath then flowed into the center-fed room.  He kept track of nearby cover, stayed low, and rolled from his heels to his toes in silence.  With no retaliatory gunfire to contend with, Yergha cleared the space behind the door, and Cira tracked Atlas’ line perfectly.

      The three of them moved forward as a team, staying on-line with each other, swiftly taking ground.  They kept quick cover from the accessible couches, and they didn’t bump shoulders.

      So far, so good.

      As he approached the back of the room, Atlas saw the black door on a black-painted wall.  Above a tight threshold, a sign read: BÜRO.

      “Office,” Yergha whispered.

      Atlas tried the door but found it locked.  The location of the door, in proximity to the back wall, indicated that this was a corner-fed room.  Yergha got to his right, giving Atlas a measure of comfort.

      “Cira, you cover the back door, make sure no one sneaks up on us.  Yergha and I will clear the office and neutralize the threat potential.”

      “Roger that.”

      On the other side of the door, two gunshots rang out, followed by the sound of breaking glass.

      Atlas kicked in the door, then raised his gun as Yergha controlled the door swing.  Atlas moved in and saw daylight from the setting sun flooding into the office.  What he saw next bothered him immensely.  Yergha let out an audible groan.  Cowering in the corner with his knees pulled to his chest was a nearly-naked man in pink bikini underwear.

      The stripper.

      “Get on your belly and put your hands behind your head!” Yergha roared.

      The man dropped down on his belly, one of his chunky stripper’s heels falling off.  The bikini underwear became thong underwear, which Yergha found deeply offensive.  On the bright side, there was nowhere for the man to hide guns or knives.

      Atlas moved to the broken window but ducked when Devil fired two rounds from the parking lot below.  The bullets ripped past him and punched holes in the ceiling.  He snuck another look, finding Devil right away.  The creep was getting into his bimmer.

      Atlas fired three shots the second the man slipped inside the car.

      The lead punched three holes in a tight grouping on the roof, but that didn’t stop Devil from leaving.

      Atlas fired two more rounds, one in the roof and one in the trunk as Devil sped out of the parking lot.  He roared out all that excess energy and then turned to where the stripper laid belly-down on the ground.

      Cira popped her head into the room, but she remained at her post.

      “Why is this asshole still here?” Atlas asked.

      “I can plug him if you want,” Yergha said.

      “He’s just a bitch,” Atlas growled.

      Cira walked inside the room, looked out the window, and let her eyes take her to their rental car below.  Devil used the sedan as his landing pad.  There were two perfect dents on the roof.

      Atlas came to the window and looked down.  “Great,” he mumbled.

      “At least it wasn’t the Land Rover,” she said.

      “I’m sure Leo will be thrilled to hear that,” he replied.  He turned and saw the stripper face-down on the ground.  He looked at Yergha.  “Tell him he can leave.”

      Yergha barked at the stripper, who wasted no time getting to his feet and running out the door.

      Atlas picked up the phone and called Codrin.  The hacker answered and Atlas told him to track Hugo’s BMW.

      Codrin said, “That’s not my thing.”

      “Make it your thing!”

      “Sorry, I can’t.”

      Atlas ran a hand over his face, almost forgetting he had been shot.  He wanted to scream, but he held his temper in check.

      “I think we might have something,” Yergha said from the front of Hugo’s desk.

      “Send me anything and everything you have on Hugo Fairbanks,” Atlas told Codrin.  “I think this is the prick who tried to have me killed at NorCal.”

      “I just got a treasure trove on him,” Codrin said.  “The other intel won’t help you find him, not until I lock down his residence.  But for now, as far as psych profiles go, this guy’s a certifiable nut bag.”

      “Just send it to me!” Atlas said.

      He disconnected the call and joined Cira and Yergha at Devil's desk, where they were rifling through his possessions.

      “I think I found the boy,” Yergha said, triumphant.  He was holding what looked like an appointment book.

      “Where is he?” Atlas asked, breathless.

      “Does the name Roderick Newell ring a bell with either of you?” Yergha asked.

      “I feel this tickle in the back of my brain, but I—” Atlas said.

      “I’ll look him up,” Cira interrupted.

      She used Hugo’s laptop to access the internet.  She typed Newell’s full name into the Google browser and watched the results page populate.

      “Son of a bitch,” Atlas grumbled.

      “He paid a lot of money to be with the boy,” Yergha said with disgust.  He looked at Atlas, his eyes teeming with animosity.  “Devil and Nina are pimping out kids, not just buying them for their blood.”

      Atlas saw the hotel name and room number written in Devil’s handwriting.

      “We need to go, now,” Atlas said.  On the way to the rental, Atlas called Leopold.  The man answered right away.  “The boy is near you, at a hotel, but you need to get there.”

      “Are you sure?” Leopold asked.

      “Positive, but if you don’t hurry, you could be too late.”

      “Talk to me,” Leopold said.

      “Hugo Fairbanks, a.k.a. Devil, wrote F&K beside a few clients on his calendar.  He also has his prices written down.”

      “Prices for what?” Leopold asked.

      “He’s pimping out the kids, and they’re not cheap.  They are expensive.  Too expensive, if you catch my drift.”

      “F&K?”

      “Fuck and kill, I think.”

      “Oh, god.”

      “Yeah,” Atlas said.

      “Are you coming as backup?”

      “No, not to the hotel.  It’s too high profile for six of us.  Besides, Devil got away.  We’re heading to the trucking yard now to see if he went there.  He’s scared and on the run, though, so keep your eyes peeled where you’re at and at the hotel.”

      “Got, it,” Leopold said.  “I’ve got to go.”

      The team piled into the damaged rental car, but before he could start the engine, his phone pinged with an email alert.  He logged into the secure site and checked his messages.  Codrin had sent him Hugo’s dossier.  He opened the file and studied Codrin’s summary.  That took all of 5 minutes.  In that time, however, he managed to calm down.  He also found a potential vulnerability, and it was a big one, and then he saw—

      “You have got to be kidding me!”

      “What?” Cira asked.

      Atlas exhaled audibly, shaking his head.  He shoved the phone in his pocket and said, “Just when you think things can’t get any weirder, they do.”

      He told Yergha and Cira what Codrin had found, and then he watched the blood drain from both of their faces.

      “Freaking lunatics,” Cira muttered.

      “Let’s track this meat sack down and put him out of our misery.”

      Before they left, Yergha tossed grenades into both lounges, and then they torched the place.   No more good times, Hugo Fairbanks.
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      They were parked three blocks away from Obsidian Rock & Gravel and out of the eyes of the steady stream of traffic.

      Kiera got out of the Land Rover and told Gregor they were launching the DJI Inspire 2 four-prop drone Isabelle had provided for overhead support.  Gregor hesitated before Esty gave him a nudge, forcing him out of the SUV.

      Even though the unit looked like a filmmaking drone, it was the next generation of Inspire 1, which was the drone that Kiera’s teams used in the field.

      “You know the basics of drone operation, right?” Kiera asked.

      “I’ve logged about 40 hours of flight time, so yes.”

      “Good,” she said as she launched and flew the drone over Obsidian’s headquarters.

      From what she could see on the drone controller’s monitor, there were clean points of ingress and egress.  Still, they would have to hop the automatic gate, which would put them out in the open for twenty-five yards.  As if the exposure wasn’t enough, there were two security cameras pointed right at them.

      She handed the controls to Gregor and said, “Bring it home.”

      He brought the drone in like a pro, then looked at her and smiled.  Kiera wondered if this was the first time he had smiled since they had been with him.  Did Gregor even feel things the way others did?  Some people were like that, especially intellectuals.

      Kiera said, “This drone has only 27 minutes of flight time, and we just ate up about seven of it.  On my word, start a twenty-minute countdown, and launch the drone.  You will be my eyes in the sky.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      “I’ll call you one minute before we breach.  When we’re inside, land the drone on the roof and keep an eye on the yard.  Comms are open, so whatever you say, I’ll hear you.  You will hear us as well.”

      They had earpieces for their cell phones so he and Kiera could speak directly.  Kiera double-checked their comms, and then she went over how to communicate real-time information to her.

      “What if I make a mistake?” he asked.

      “Don’t think about that,” she replied.  “No one expects you to be like us.”

      He nodded, but his white face was whiter than usual.  Kiera smiled.  “Just breathe.  It will all be okay.”

      When the team was ready—when the going-home traffic slowed to a trickle—the forward ground team followed Kiera’s lead and moved across the street.  With their carbines at their sides, their pistols holstered, and extra mags on each person, they did the best they could to walk calmly despite standing out.  They closed the first block with no problem.  The second block went more quickly.  But when they got to Obsidian’s “front door,” the rolling gate had opened, and a 2WD truck exited the site.

      Kiera checked the industrial area’s surroundings.  They were in the open with no cover to be found.  The benefit of breaching a property in an industrial zone was a lack of pedestrians and potential witnesses.  The problem was prolonged exposure.  Fortunately, traffic was nearly non-existent now that the day shift had ended.

      But this guy coming out of the gate was eyeing them.  He finally decided he would leave the lot no matter who they were or how they looked.  Kiera recognized the man as one of the six principles.  She raised her carbine and fired a round through the windshield.  The man’s head jolted and then sagged and the truck rolled into the curb.

      “Get in the back,” she told Esty and Leopold.  They converged on the truck quickly.  Kiera opened the door, hauled the man out, then hoisted him over her shoulder and dumped him into the bed of the pickup truck.

      She returned to the cabin to swipe brain matter and blood from the headrest.  She shook the gore into the street and then wiped her hand on her pant leg.  She got behind the wheel, backed up to the gate, and used the remote control hanging from the visor to gain entry.  As she waited for the gate to open, Kiera opened comms with Gregor.

      “New plan, we’re in the brown truck.  Get that bird in the air.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      “Did you see the takedown in the road?”

      “Yes.”

      When the gate finally opened, Kiera pulled inside as if she belonged there.  Instead of firing a round into each camera, they drove right past them, hoping no one inside had seen the confrontation outside the gate.

      Kiera drove to the loading area, where they found only one man in the yard.  He had been operating a tractor and moving gravel by the look of it.  But the tractor's bucket was down, and the man looked as though he was heading toward the employee parking lot.

      Kiera drove around the back of the building and pulled into a huge garage, large enough to house half a dozen vehicles.  She parked the truck, shut off the engine, and got out.  Standing in the garage, she checked for surveillance cameras, finding only one facing the yard.   Leopold dropped the tailgate and dragged the dead man out of the truck's bed.  Esty helped shove him under the truck.  He looked up and gave Kiera a thumbs up, which she appreciated.

      “Moving,” she said.

      The three of them made their way to the back door using parked vehicles for cover.  With their carbines at the forward-ready position, the team cut a clean line to the door.

      At the halfway point, they came together and sighted the door leading into the main building.  Kiera slung her carbine over her shoulder, tightened the strap, and took out her pistol.  She threaded the new suppressor to the barrel and moved forward.  Noise was their enemy in times of uncertainty.  That was why she insisted on taking point.

      “Gregor,” she said.

      “Landing the drone now.”

      “Copy that,” she said.  She looked at Esty and Leopold.  “Watch your line of fire, Leopold.”

      “Will do,” he said.

      “Moving in.”

      “I’ve got you covered,” Leopold said.

      Kiera moved to the next point of cover, secured her position, then turned and watched Leopold close the gap.  His carbine awareness was good, and he was moving on his line, aware of his surroundings.

      “Moving,” she said under her breath.

      “Copy,” Leopold whispered.

      The pair moved toward the door and held position while Esty advanced to the first measure of cover to await commands.

      Kiera tried the knob.  The door was unlocked, but there was no window, which meant there was no way to know who was on the other side of the door.

      Had they had more time, Kiera would have insisted on building plans so she could get an assessment of the layout, vulnerabilities, ambush points, etc. However, this was not Isabelle’s detachment, and these guys weren’t pros, so she would make do with what she had.

      “Bring it in,” Kiera said.

      A moment later, Esty joined them at the door.  The Salvadorian kept her eyes on their six, just in case someone entered the garage, saw them, and called in the threat.

      “I will open the door,” Kiera said, looking at Leopold, “and you push it in.  I’ll clear the front, move first, then you trail my six.  When you move in, Esty will follow while covering your six.”

      “Copy,” Leopold said.

      “Roger that,” Esty replied.

      “Remember the faces,” she turned and said.  “Principles die on my orders only, unless your life is threatened.  We need intel before bloodshed.  Death comes after.”

      Esty nodded; Leopold nodded.  Kiera studied Leopold’s eyes for a long second.  She saw the ragged edge of panic working its way into his soul, and it concerned her.

      “What?” Leopold asked.

      “Stay frosty,” Kiera said, “and keep your head in the now.  You’re here, not there.  Here.”

      Leopold knew what she meant.  Prague was a lifetime ago.  He had to know that moving forward.

      “I’m all good,” he said.

      She studied him for a moment longer, and then she glanced at Esty.  She had that look, the one Kiera knew all too well.  The Salvadorian was primed for action.

      Kiera took a breath, then said, “Breaching.”

      She popped the seal, one eye on the entrance, the other on the ever-widening crack between the door and the threshold.  If the guys inside were alerted to their presence, one could be hiding behind the door with kill orders.

      “Now you,” she whispered.

      Leopold finished pushing the door open while her gun was trained on the ever-widening space.

      “Clear,” she said, turning her attention to the hallway.  “Moving.”

      They walked into a wide, well-lit hallway.  Esty eased the door shut behind her, and then she locked it.  Ahead of them, Kiera heard the sounds of talking, laughter, and a television with the volume too loud.  She motioned them forward, going to hand signals now that they were inside.

      The building was single-story, and it bore a long linear design.  They cleared the first two offices, one corner fed, the other center-fed and empty.  Both spaces had windows to the outside, desks, and computers.  There was nothing anyone could adequately hide behind.  They kept moving.

      The farther she got down the hall, the more Kiera became convinced there were only a handful of workers.  Were any of the principals there? Had they all gone home?  Was this front business even fully operational?

      She walked the team right up to the break room.  The TV was loud, but the guys’ voices inside were louder.  She appreciated the cover of noise.

      “We’re in a set position, Gregor,” she said.  “How is it outside?”

      “Clear,” he reported.

      Kiera turned to assess the others.  Leopold was their high-value asset, but he was also part of the team.  Esty knew this, which was why she switched positions with him, insulating him from the threat.  Kiera’s confidence in the pair was growing.  Satisfied, she motioned for Leopold to watch the hallway while she and Esty breached the breakroom.

      Kiera turned to Esty and whispered, “Zip ties?”

      Esty nodded.

      Kiera said, “Fire in the hole,” and then she grabbed a flash-bang, pulled the pin, and tossed it into the room.

      Seconds later, light, heat, noise, and smoke filled the room.

      Kiera crossed the threshold and pushed left while Esty flowed right.  Through the dissipating smoke, Kiera saw her targets.  Using the butt-end of her carbine, she struck each man on the forehead, watching them all fall over.

      Esty took down her targets, struggling with the last one, who had grabbed her and was pulling himself against her waist.  She struck him three times on top of the head until he let go and fell over, unconscious.

      “Clear,” Kiera said.  “Cuff them and hold your position.  I'll check on Leopold.”

      “Roger that,” Esty replied.

      She popped her head outside, and though she had hoped the hallway was clear, it was not.  A man had come from around the corner and saw Leopold.  From her position behind the door, Kiera saw him, but she didn’t see Leopold.  He was one of the principals.

      “Get down on the ground, place your hands behind your head, and interlock your fingers, now!” Leopold barked.

      Kiera saw a few inches of Leopold’s barrel from her position, so she knew he had the man covered.  The man seemed to comprehend the threat, but he didn’t understand English, so he didn't comply.  His eyes suddenly went wild, and he charged Leopold.

      “Shoot,” Kiera said.

      The man cut the distance in half, picking up speed, letting out a war cry.  After a second look, Kiera realized this man wasn’t one of the principals.  There were only five left, and his face was unfamiliar.

      “Shoot him, Leopold!”

      Three shots rang out, and the man face-planted on the floor, skidding to a squeaky stop before bleeding all over the floor.

      “Are there any visible threats?” Kiera asked from behind the door.

      “Negative.”

      “I’m coming out, hold your fire.”

      “Holding fire.”

      She walked into the hallway while Esty secured the prisoners.  “Stay with Esty.  And don’t wait so long to fire if someone’s charging you.  Just shoot.”

      “I had a moment.”

      “Don’t have another,” she said.

      “Copy that.”

      She moved toward the end of the building from where the crazy man had come.  On approach, she saw a ninety-degree corner.  She moved to the forty-five-degree angle, compressed her weapon, then slowly sliced the corner.  Her angles and footwork were second nature, allowing clarity of mind.  The second she broke the ninety, she punched her weapon out and saw the hallway had dead-ended at a pair of bathrooms.

      She cleared the women’s stalls first, as these were least likely to be occupied, and then she moved into the men’s bathroom.  She saw a closed stall door and suspected a threat.  She ducked down and saw the shoes pulled to the rim of the toilet seat.

      In German, she said, “Get off the toilet, open the door, and immediately put your hands up.  If you don’t comply, I will shoot you through the divider.  Three, two, one.”

      The man got off the toilet, opened the door, and reached for the ceiling.  He was scared, but he also had heavy powdery rings circling his nostrils.

      The two clowns were doing coke in the bathroom when the flash-bang startled them.  One wiped his nose and came out to see what was happening.  He was the one who charged Leopold and was now dead.  And this one hid out.  The look on his face was pure terror.  But it was a face she recognized.  He was a principal.  Low-level, long rap sheet, consummate jackoff, but a principal nevertheless.

      “Do you traffic children, yes or no?” she asked in German.  She had the carbine aimed at his chest; she lifted the barrel and zeroed in on his nose.  “You only get one chance to be honest with me.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “How much of your business do you dedicate to rock and gravel, and how much is trafficking children?”

      “Ten percent, ninety percent.”

      “Just to be clear, ninety percent trafficking, ten percent rock?”  He nodded, a thin band of snot draining from his right nostril.  “Do you know Matthias Selge?”

      He looked down.  But then he remembered what Kiera said about him only having one chance.  “He’s gone.  We sold him.”

      “To whom?”

      “Nina.”

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Luther Schulz.”

      She fired a round into his face then returned to the room where Esty had the remaining men on their knees facing forward.  Their hands were bound tight, their fists beet red.

      Standing before the lineup and speaking German, Kiera said, “Three of your friends are dead, and by the time we finish here, only one of you will walk out of here alive.  If you are wondering who that man will be, I can say with certainty that it will be the man who tells me the truth.  Nod if you understand.”

      They all nodded.

      Esty joined Kiera and faced the men.  She slung her carbine around her back then pulled her 1911 from her holster.

      “Your friend doing coke in the bathroom told me that you sold Matthias Selge to Nina Deyers,” Kiera said.  “Is that correct?”

      Only two of them nodded.  One of them was the key principal, the other a man with a big upper chest and a large tattoo on his forearm.  The four losers looked down the line as if they couldn’t believe two guys folded so quickly and easily.  Had none of them talked, all of them might have survived.  If that was their thinking, they had been wrong.

      “Esty,” Kiera said.

      Esty fired four rounds into the non-compliant men before lowering her weapon.

      “I always find that the men quickest to comply are those who have too much to lose,” Kiera said to the remaining men.  “For you, Kaiser Lessig, it is the front organization you built so that you can operate in the black market trafficking humans.  But you,” she said, looking at Tanner Gaetz, “I don’t understand you.  You’re a low-brow meat sack.  No family, no bills, just a crappy apartment to your name.  What have you got to lose that you would so easily comply?”

      “Nothing,” he said.  “I just don’t want to die.”

      The man had an interesting tattoo on his arm, one that caught Kiera’s attention.  On his forearm was a woman’s face as she strained to get out of a black circle.  She was mid-scream and wearing a white, blood-spattered blindfold.  From the circle, six hands clawed at the woman’s face, one of them ripping her mouth open.  The hands were trying to pull her back down into the darkness, showing her that escape was futile.

      “What is the significance of your tattoo?” she asked.

      “Women can’t get away from their fate.”

      “And what is their fate?” she asked.

      “To be controlled.”

      Seldom did she lose her temper, for it was not allowed at Monarch Industries.  With Leopold and his team, however, blackout rage was permissible.  She wanted to lose it now.  Instead, she kept her composure, choosing patience over vengeance.

      “What exactly do you do at Obsidian Rock and Gravel?” Kiera asked.

      “Deliveries,” Gaetz said.

      “Do you deliver rock and gravel or children?”

      “Mostly children.”

      She fired five rounds into his chest and watched him fall over.

      “Looks like you’re that one man,” Kiera told Lessig.  “You’re the one who gets to walk away.  But first, I have one question, a clarification.  How many kids do you traffic to Nina?”

      “We do pickups in the city.  Well, Tanner did.  On average, we procure ten to fifteen kids a week.  Most of them don’t go to Nina, though.  Matthias was special.”

      “How so?”

      “Nina wanted him for whatever she wanted him for.  That degenerate, Devil, paid cash on delivery, and that was it.”

      “I need to see your list of investors, past and present, former and current.”

      “That’s private information.”

      Kiera started to laugh, and then she looked at Esty, who didn’t understand any of the words being spoken.

      “Do you think you will care about their privacy when you die of lead poisoning in about 30 seconds, Mr. Lessig?”

      “I’ll need these cuffs off if you want me to help you,” he said.

      Esty cut his zip ties then walked him to his office where he dug up the list of information that Codrin could not procure on his own.  Lessig printed the document and handed Kiera the copy.  She studied the list of fifteen people and then gave it to Esty.  Kiera had her carbine trained on Lessig but didn’t intend to shoot, not unless he forced her hand.

      “Are you kidding me?” Esty barked out.

      “What?” Leopold asked.  Esty handed him the sheet; he read the names, then stopped on one name in particular.  He muttered, “Unbelievable.”

      Right then, his phone rang, pulling him from the problem at hand.

      Kiera heard enough of the voice to know Atlas was calling.  The men spoke briefly, and then Leopold finished the call.  He hung up the phone, but before he could speak, Esty asked, “What did they learn?  Anything on Matthias?”

      Holding up the list of investors, he said, “We have got to be better at this.”

      Kiera and Esty remained silent.  With nothing left to say on the matter, Leopold walked up to Kaiser Lessig and shot him in the head three times.  He tracked the German’s body down to the ground and put two more bullets through his heart.

      “We need to go, right now!”

      Kiera didn’t ask questions, not with the look on Leopold’s face.  She merely retraced her tracks, taking the three of them through the building and back to the garage at an accelerated pace.

      There were still possible threats to register—which kept her mind off of Leopold’s news—but, thankfully, they did not encounter resistance along the way.

      When they were in the garage, Kiera said, “Gregor?”

      “I’m here, over.”

      “Get your bird airborne, we’re coming out.”

      “All clear so far,” he said.

      When they left the building, the three of them made their way to the Land Rover without complication.  By then, Gregor had packed the drone and was sitting in the SUV, where he kept his risk of exposure low.

      Esty slipped into the driver’s seat and said, “What are we going to do about the other thing?”

      “The investor list?” Leopold asked.

      “Yes,” Esty said.

      “I don’t know yet, but there has to be retribution of a near-lethal sort because this is a God-sized bucket of bullshit.”

      “What are we doing now?” Esty asked Leopold.

      “Going after Matthias.”
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      “So Hugo Fairbanks, a.k.a. Devil, is the biological son of Nina Deyers?” Cira asked.

      “Yes,” Atlas replied, having read Codrin’s notes surrounding the interview sheets he acquired from Hugo Fairbanks’ time at a local mental health facility.

      “And she has a daughter as well, right?” Cira asked, verifying what he told her and Yergha at the club.

      “Yes,” Atlas said.  “Devil’s baby sister, Brigitte.”

      “Didn’t she just turn eighteen?”

      “According to the dossier, but that’s not the important point,” Atlas said.  “We now know that Nina is the half-sister of Diana Todd, the spa owner we killed in Prague.”

      “Wow,” Yergha said.

      “Some asshole tried to kill me in NorCal,” Atlas said.  “Willie Kortner.”

      “Really?” Yergha asked.

      “Just before I beat him to death, I asked him who sent him to kill me, and do you know what he told me?”

      “Tell us,” Cira replied.

      “He said ‘Devil’,” Atlas said.

      “The guy we just chased out of the window, Nina’s biological son…that’s who put out a hit on you?” Cira asked.

      “Payback for Prague,” Atlas replied.

      “But how?”

      “I don’t know how, but Kortner knew about Prague.  And the feds also knew about Prague.  Both problems seemed to materialize right around the same time.”

      He saw Deyers Trucking Company ahead and slowed down to take in the surrounding area.  The yard was very private, and it sat behind tall cyclone fencing with three rows of barbed wire tilting outward.

      “Do you think it could be a coincidence?” Yergha asked.  “The feds and Kortner showing up at the same time?”

      “No way,” Atlas said.

      The gate was open, so he pulled into a long parking lot.  On the way in, they passed a large, nondescript delivery truck.  It lumbered by them, swaying back and forth as it drove over the uneven pavement.

      Before Atlas could park the car, a guy blocked his path then held up a hand, indicating he should stop.  He slowed the damaged car to a stop and rolled down the window.

      “Is Nina here?” Atlas asked.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “I’m one of her cousins.  Diana Todd is Nina’s half-sister and my birth mother.  That makes Nina my aunt, which is strange, considering we are about the same age.  Do you know her?  Diana?”

      “I met her once.”

      “Anyway, we just got in from Düsseldorf and we need to see her.  Where do I park this pile of crap on wheels?  I don’t want to be in the way.”

      “You’re not German,” the man said, his hand near a holstered pistol on his side.

      “No, I’m not.  I mean, I’m half German.  Do you want the whole story?  Because I know the genealogy of my entire family.  Will that make you feel better?”

      “Go in,” he said, stepping out of the way.  “But I have to warn you, she’s in a terrible mood.”

      Looking at the parking lot ahead, he saw a pack of workers—five in all—heading inside the warehouse.

      “What’s the best way to her office?” Atlas asked.

      The second the guy looked up to give him directions, Atlas raised his weapon and fired three suppressed shots into his gut.  He folded forward, his face now hovering before Atlas’ face.  He was nothing but bulging eyes and a mouth that was now hanging open.  Atlas fired a fourth round, putting a hole in his forehead.

      Cira opened the back door as Atlas eased forward.  She grabbed the guy’s arms, then said, “Go, Atlas.  Slowly.”

      Atlas let off the brakes, taking the dead man with them.  Cira tried not to groan, but the man was heavy as he dragged along the asphalt.  Still, there was no sense in leaving him behind.  Not when two cameras were pointing to the one-way entrance/exit.  He finally parked the car, and Cira let go of the guy.

      “Damn,” she said, rolling her shoulder.  “Deadweight isn’t lightweight.”

      Atlas did a tactical reload, stowed the partially-loaded magazine on his person, then wondered if twenty rounds would be enough.

      It’s plenty.

      “When I go in there, guys may come out here.  I saw five, but there may be more.”

      “We can go with you,” Yergha said.

      “This rotten slag’s son tried to kill me, but I don’t see his car, so he’s probably not here.  If he comes in the lot, smoke that son of a bitch.  I don’t need the glory.”

      “Are you going to kill her?” Cira asked.

      “Nina Deyers?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s up to her,” Atlas said.
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      Just as Atlas left the car, two guys with automatic weapons emerged from the warehouse, both of them lost in conversation until they saw Atlas.

      Atlas waved and said, “Where do I see Nina?”

      The guy pointed over his shoulder and went back to his story, which his buddy seemed to find entertaining.

      “Why are they so lax?” Cira asked.

      Yergha said, “Their entire operation lies underneath layers of financial and corporate security.  It’s called obscurity security.  It’s a clean method of defense, but it also breeds false confidence.  Security eventually becomes so lax that guys like Atlas can walk inside without an ounce of resistance.  That’s the problem with trades like these.”

      “Lack of perceivable threats?” Cira asked.

      “There’s no competition in selling blood transfusions.”

      “But they take kids,” she said.

      “People are taking kids all over the world.  But how many of them own rejuvenation spas and trucking companies?”

      “Good point.”

      “Obscurity security,” he said.

      “Well,” Cira replied, “they’re on our radar now.”

      “We joked about it back at the Deutschland Shitbox, but this is what sloppy looks like.  Someone better comes along, acts like they’re supposed to be there, and then they breach security using minimal effort.  And then that same someone puts two slugs in your head.  Why?  Because they can.”

      “We do need to get better,” she said.

      “Leopold was right,” Yergha said in agreement.  “We need to be better at our craft, or one day it will be us talking, and we won’t see it coming.  It will just be bullets to the head, and then we’ll be dead.”

      “Sloppy,” Cira said with a knowing look.

      She got out of the car, ignored the hushed warnings by Yergha, then walked up to the two men with her pistol tucked at her side.  They saw her, but it was already too late.

      She shot the first man in the head then swiveled left in time to take a bullet to the upper chest, one that kicked her back and knocked the breath out of her.  Stunned, she stared at the guy.  How had he gotten the draw on her?  She broke the stare long enough to look down at her chest and the cherry blossom stain expanding way too fast.

      That was not the way she saw things going.  Looking up, she saw that the man had trained his weapon on her forehead.

      Yergha fired the next round, hitting his mark flush.  The bullet punched through the guard’s eye and blasted out the back of his skull.  The shot was as clean as clean could get.

      Cira collapsed against the wall then landed on one of the two dead guards.

      Unfortunately, the unsuppressed gunfire alerted the men inside.  Two more guards rushed outside.  Cira looked up at them.  They were looking at the three bodies on the ground when Yergha opened up with the M4 carbine, shredding both men.

      Yergha ran to her, shot and killed another man, and then slung the carbine over his shoulder.  He grabbed Cira by the shoulders.

      “You’re okay,” he said, grunting as he lifted her, “we just have to get you to safety.”

      He hauled her to the rental, talking to her all the way.  She heard the panic in his voice even though he tried to hide it.  She knew pain when she saw it, and he was in pain seeing her like this.  Was she bleeding to death?  Was she dying?

      By the time he got her into the car, her vision was mostly black.

      And then it was all black.
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      When he walked into the warehouse, he saw an older woman he recognized from photos Codrin had provided.  Nina Deyers was talking to her forklift operator.

      The barking of gunfire outside, and two guys rushing toward the noise, put everyone on notice.  Atlas whipped out his pistol and shot the man beside Nina.  He fell backward into the forklift.  Outside, the gunfire persisted.  Nina Deyers set her eyes upon him, her face becoming a mask of pure outrage.

      “You!” she snarled.

      Walking up to her fast, the beast ready to feed, he growled, “You’re going to tell me everything I need to know, or I’m going to gut you like a hog.  I’ll pull everything inside you out of you.  No one will even know you were once human.”

      Nina glared at him with hateful, barren eyes.  He wasn’t going to kill her; he was going to desecrate her corpse.  None of this was lost on her.

      “Say I cooperate, tell you what you want to know,” she said in English through gritted teeth.  “What will you do then?”

      “I’ll kill you quickly.”

      Nina stood there shaking, her body full of outrage.  She had that look like she wanted to tear him limb from limb and eat his very soul.

      “Your son hired Willy Kortner to kill me in NorCal State Prison,” Atlas said.  “True or false?”

      “False,” she hissed.  “I hired him, but I used Devil’s name.”

      “Because of Diana, in Prague?”

      Nina nodded, a flash of grief passing through her eyes.

      “She was an occultist, a blood drinker,” Atlas said.  “That sickness runs through your bloodline, doesn’t it?”

      “Diana’s private life was hers.  As far as I’m concerned, she was my half-sister, but she was also my business partner.”

      “The spas.”

      “Did you burn those down?”

      “I sure as hell did.”

      “Why?” she growled.

      “It would seem that Diana isn’t the only blood enthusiast.”

      She made claws of her hands, aging 5 years with rage right before his eyes.  With nothing but defeat and hostility left, she screamed so hard Atlas thought she would stroke out right then and there.

      “You are an exceptionally ugly woman when you’re mad,” he said when she finished.

      “When Devil gets a hold of you—”

      “Devil.  What a name.  You must be so proud.”

      “He’s a colossal disappointment,” she snarled.  Her throat was raw, and her words were gravelly-sounding and vile when mixed with her heavy accent.  “But he’s also my son.”

      “You left him in a dumpster when he was a newborn,” Atlas said, recalling Codrin’s summary of Hugo Fairbanks’ time in a mental health facility.  “He’s the product of rape.  A broken thing from the start.  Nothing but a filthy abomination.”

      “He won’t stop until he kills you,” she seethed.

      “Newsflash, nut bag,” he said as he clanked his pistol on her forehead.  “When I’m done with you, I’m going to Devil’s house, and I’m going to kill everyone I see.  And then I’m going to burn his entire life to the ground just like I’m going to burn this place to the ground.”

      She tried to slap him, but he caught her arm, wrapped it in a submission hold, and then drove his forearm into the weak center of it.  He broke both the radius and ulna bones.

      She cried out, hobbling backward and cradling her injured arm.  It hung limp in the middle, her bones snapped in half.  “Please don’t hurt my babies,” she said, every word laced with pain.  “You leave those girls alone!”

      “What girls?”

      “Devil’s mothers,” she said.

      “What?”

      “He has a…a harem.  He likes pregnant girls.  He prefers his private supply of…babies.  But they’re my babies, too!”

      Atlas’ phone rang.  It was Yergha.  With his weapon trained on the older woman, he answered his phone.

      “Cira’s been shot!” Yergha said as soon as Atlas picked up.  He was speechless.  Did he hear that right?  “I might be able to treat her, but the trauma kit is at the house.”

      “Is she going to be okay?” he asked.

      “I need to go, NOW!”

      “I’ve got this,” Atlas said, his heart torn in half.

      Should he stay for vengeance?  Or tend to the love of his life?  Before he could go to Cira, Atlas heard the wind-up of an engine, the barking of tires, and then the rental car crashing through the closed cyclone fence.

      He focused on Nina again.  He came here to do a job, and he planned on seeing it through.

      “Tell me about Matthias Selge,” he said.

      “Useful idiot,” she growled.  “His father, rather.  And that stupid wife, too.  Total dimwit if I’ve ever seen one.”

      She started to laugh, and then she stopped when the pain came roaring back.  She sat down, favoring her broken arm.  Atlas could feel the dark clouds gathering around her.  And when she looked up at him, it was with eyes pumped full of hatred.  This was the kind of animosity that traveled through the ages, polluting generation after generation, building with each incarnation, and festering at a rate that would never end and never stop spreading.

      “It was so easy,” she said.  “The second Luther swept Matthias into his operation, it was all—”

      “Luther, who?” Atlas asked, interrupting her.

      “Luther Schulz.  He owns Obsidian Rock & Gravel.”

      Atlas nodded, not telling her that Leopold and his team were already there and that her friend was likely choking to death on his very own blood.  She paused again, first looking at her arm, then crying for a moment.  Atlas stepped forward into the dominant position.  He towered over her, owning her, controlling her.

      “Finish, demon,” he snarled.

      “Luther got the boy, and I got the opportunity.”

      “How did you know that I killed Diana?” he asked.  “How do you even know about Prague?”

      “My family has the kinds of connections a peasant like you will never have.”

      “When this is over, remind me to give a damn.”

      She stared up at him for a long time.  He looked down on her, eyes narrowed, unblinking.

      “I received the video footage of you from a contact in INTERPOL,” she finally said.  “They ran facial recognition software on you from a photo in the spa.  The hat was a deterrent for your friend—the little brown girl—but not you.  They got you.”

      He didn’t know what to say.  There was always a possibility of being seen when he and Esty hit Diana Todd in the day spa, but he had no idea it would come to this.

      “We used our connections in the BfV to set up—”

      “The what?”

      “BfV,” she said.

      He didn’t know what that was.

      Nina huffed out a half-cry, then got pissed off and said, “Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz.  The Office for the Protection of the Constitution, you vile ingrate!”

      Atlas laughed, but only because she was the one with the broken arm, and he was the one with the gun.

      “The second the BfV set up a line intrusion, I listened to Eva calling everyone.  She was going crazy over her precious little meat sack.  The woman was hysterical.  Completely out of her mind!  My contacts generated a list of her friends, and then I had one of my employees impersonate her friend.  She dropped Leopold Wentworth’s name and voilà, here you are.”

      “How did you get Leopold’s name?”

      “He’s on INTERPOL’s radar,” Nina hissed.  “Just like you and half of your stupid team!”

      “You tipped off the feds,” Atlas said with a frown.

      “You bet your crooked pecker I did!”

      He thought about how hard it had been for Leopold to turn Richardson.  He risked everything for Atlas and the crew, all to save a few stolen, abused, and butchered children.  The more Atlas thought of this, the more he found himself getting upset.  Nina painted a target on everyone’s back.  And for what?  For some uppity socialite bitch that drank blood and killed children?  Killing her would make the world a better place.

      “Any last words?” he said as darkness crept over him.

      “Yes,” she cried.  “I have a few words.  Screw you and your wretched little whore of a daughter, Alabama!”

      The mention of his daughter’s name set his blood on fire.

      “Devil and everyone guilty die, too, starting with you.  May the real devil take no mercy on your dank, disgusting soul.”

      He fired the first round into her head and watched her collapse.  He put two more bullets into her face to be sure.

      And then something hammered him in the back so hard, he kicked forward, barely even registering the echo of gunfire.  Slowly, painfully, he turned and saw the shooter—a cute blonde with cold, angry eyes.

      “You killed my mother!” she screamed.

      He coughed up a little blood, then looked at her in disbelief.  “If this sack of shit is your mother, then you must be the brotherfucker.”

      He saw the muzzle flash and felt his head jolt sideways.  The impact of the bullet on his face was so hard he barely even knew what hit him.
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      Brigitte wet herself.  She peed down her leg and into her shoe.  By the time she got control of her emotions, she knew she had to call Devil.

      He picked up the phone, sounding stressed.

      “Brigitte,” he said.

      “Mom is dead.  I shot the guy who killed her.  He’s dead now, too.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Devil, they burned down everything,” she cried.  “It’s on the news.  All Mom’s spas are burning.”

      “What about the security team?”

      “Dead.”

      “None of that concerns us anymore,” he said.

      “Everyone here is dead!” she screamed.  “Did you hear me?  They burned down Mom’s spas!”

      “All of them?”

      She started to sob.

      “They hit the club, too,” Devil finally admitted.  “When I left, I circled back with a few of the guys, but the building was already on fire.”

      “What are we going to do?” she cried.  “There’s blood everywhere.”

      “What about the kids?” he asked.

      “Nina shipped a load when these maniacs arrived.  But there are still two more loads left, and the drivers aren’t here.”

      “If they show up, turn them away.”

      “They’ll turn away on their own when they see the massacre out front!”  She cried for a moment, uninterrupted.  “How many guys do you have with you?”

      “Two,” he said.

      “Your last two?” she asked.

      “It would seem so,” he said with a long, defeated sigh.  Brigitte started to cry again.  “Quit with the waterworks.  I’m on my way.”

      “Hurry up, please.”

      By the time Devil arrived, Brigitte managed to get her sniveling in check.  And then he was there, holding her, telling her everything would work itself out for the best.  She didn’t know how that was possible, but they still had the house, some of their mother’s money, and their lives.

      She hugged him and said, “Mom…”

      Devil saw his mother lying in a heap inside a pool of her blood.  He said, “She was never a good mother anyway.”

      “These people took everything from us.”

      He broke from her grasp and walked to his holding pen to check on his stable of children.  Brigitte watched him from a distance, but then she crossed the warehouse because he was too far away from her.

      Satisfied with his kids, he closed the pen door and went to the stack cages containing his mother’s infants.  A third of the cages were gone.  But the other two-thirds remained.

      She watched him as he stared at the children.  “What are you thinking?” she asked as she reached for his hand.

      He shook her hand away and said, “A thought occurred to me about these kids.”

      There were at least forty of them, maybe more.  Devil unholstered his weapon and checked the magazine.

      “What are you doing?” Brigitte asked.

      He shook his head and said, “Nothing, never mind.”

      But then he turned and walked back to his pen, opened the door, and gunned down his entire stable of children.  Without a word, he shut the door and stalked across the warehouse to Nina’s office, ignoring her body along the way.

      “Why did you shoot those kids?” Brigitte asked, trailing close behind.  She was physically sick.  “We could have sold them!”

      “We’re finished with Köln, Brigitte,” he said, his voice ice cold.  “We need to leave.”

      He called a friend connected to Nina’s cocaine dealers in Caracas.  Brigitte listened as Devil negotiated with someone she didn’t know.  The call was short but to the point, and within minutes, her brother thanked the man and hung up.

      “We have a ride to Venezuela,” he said.  “The plane is in Brussels right now, but it will be here tonight.”

      “What kind of a plane?” she asked.

      “A cargo plane," he said.  “It’s loaded with product, which means we’ll be riding on metal a long way.”

      “Can we do that?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “What about him?” she asked, looking at the guy she killed.

      Devil didn’t answer.  Instead, he said, “Do you have the combination to Mom’s safe?  She’s got money in there.”

      “Yes,” she said, her damp eyes boiling over again.

      “Well?”

      She looked at him like she wanted to squeal.  She knew he wanted to shake his head, shake her, and maybe even knock her around.  She saw it in his eyes.  He fought hard to keep from blowing up at anything, everything!

      “We need to get the money from the safe and the house,” he said, lethally calm.  “It’ll be enough to set up a new life in another part of the world, some place low-key, or at least somewhere mired in so much crime that hiding in plain sight won’t be hard.”

      “You thought this out,” she said, her emotions overwhelming her.

      “I’m an entrepreneur living a life of crime,” he said.  “Back doors and escape hatches are essential to our trade.”

      When she didn’t say anything, Devil walked over to the downed man.

      Brigitte looked at the body and wondered how his blood would taste.  Would he taste old and broken down?  Or was there a spirit-animal element to his blood that would nourish her, make her stronger, and help her to become more fearless?

      “I shot him twice,” she said.  “The bullets hit left of his left shoulder blade and in the face.”

      Devil turned him over and got a good look at the body.

      “Who is he?” she asked.

      “He’s the one who murdered our Aunt Diana.”

      “I thought that guy was in prison in California or something.”

      “He was.”

      “So, what’s he doing here?”

      Devil stood and whistled.  His two-man security force entered the warehouse, both armed and alert.   Devil said, “One of you come and take a look at this guy.”

      Both men knelt beside the body, but only one lifted Atlas’ head.  The pool of blood underneath him was sticky and drying.

      “He’s alive.”

      “Really?” Devil asked.

      “Yeah, look at his face here.  It’s pretty beat up already, and the shot in the back went clean through.  But this guy’s a mess.  If we leave him here, he’ll bleed out.”

      “Can you keep him alive?” Devil asked.

      “He killed Mom!” Brigitte yelled.

      “That’s why death is way too easy,” Devil said.  “We’re going to make his life a living hell.  Long before he’s dead, he will be begging us to end it, and we won’t, because we can’t.  He’s taken everything from us, as you said, so we will give him a nice long life in a deep, dark hole.”

      Brigitte could only nod and marvel at her brother’s need for vengeance.

      “So, can you save him or not?” Devil asked.

      “We’re about to find out.”
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      Leopold, Kiera, and Esty entered the hotel at different times, wearing touristy hats and sunglasses big enough to cover their eyebrows.  They now carried knives rather than guns.  Fifteen minutes later, they reconnected on the fourth floor, where Roderick Newell was staying.

      Leopold looked at the two women and said, “Go to the second floor, Esty.  Kiera, you take the third.  I’ll check the fourth.  Someone has to be cleaning something somewhere.  Move quickly.  Time is of the essence!”

      Esty took the elevator to the second floor, moved through the hallways, then found a maid finishing her duties.  Her cart was in the hallway unattended, the hotel door propped wide open.

      She snuck inside the room, saw the hefty woman making the bed, and put her into a chokehold.  She struggled against the attack, but there wasn’t much fight in her because Esty was that good.  When her body went limp, Esty pocketed the woman’s key card.  Rather than leaving the scene as it was, she shoved the cart into the room and closed the door.

      She ran to the stairwell, hustled up the stairs, then calmly walked into the fourth-floor hallway.  Kiera and Leopold were there talking, strategizing.  Esty held up her key card, smiling at the victory.  Only Leopold smiled back.

      “Esty, one,” she said gloating, “Kiera, zero.”

      Kiera graced Esty with a mock bow, but she did not smile.  She was an alpha bitch right to the end, something Esty quietly admired about the girl.

      Knives out and ready to rock ‘n roll, Leopold opened the door, and the three of them rushed the room.  Kiera entered first, Esty second, and Leopold covered their six.

      Esty saw the mostly-naked fat guy standing over the unconscious boy.  He was wearing banana-yellow panties and sporting a stubby hard-on.  Worse, he was wearing a full face of women’s makeup.  The pervert was startled at the sight of armed intruders, but in truth, everyone was just as shaken by him as he was by them.

      Esty’s eyes flicked to the bed where the boy lay naked save for his torn white underwear.  His face was bloody and misshapen from the beatings, and he was either unconscious or dead.  For the first time in her adult life, Esty stood frozen.  How was she supposed to process this?

      From there, everything happened fast.  Way too fast.  The creep opened his mouth to speak, but Kiera had already closed the distance between them.  She drove the blade up into his throat, the knife stopping when it hit bone.  She held him there, staring deep into his eyes, her soul setting fire to his with a look of pure and utter death.

      Esty’s paralysis broke, but so did something else in her.  She felt psychotic with rage.  While Kiera held this asshole’s head on a pike, Esty rolled in and drove her blade deep into his side.  He jolted; she twisted the knife.  The man was gassing out, his legs weak and his eyes dimming.  When she felt the weight of him on the end of her blade, she jerked it out, leaving the man’s head planted on Kiera’s blade.

      The young assassin finally jerked her knife out of the man and quickly stepped aside.  He fell to the ground in a ghastly white heap.  Limp and damn near dead, he lay there with blood gushing from his neck wound.  But that wasn’t good enough for Kiera.  Every second this sick pedophile was able to breathe felt like both an insult and an assault on humanity.

      Kiera dropped down and drove her blade into Newell’s right eye.  No one objected.  But that still wasn’t enough.  She punched the hilt with the heel of her hand, driving the blade into his skull another inch.  Leopold stepped forward and watched the girl with keen interest.  She jerked the blade out of his head, then plunged it into his left eye, palm-striking the hilt with a grunt.  She sat back on her heels, took a breath, then looked at Esty and Leopold.  There was no judgment in either of their eyes.  Kiera nodded.  Then she leaned forward and jerked on her knife.  But it was stuck.  She got both hands on the weapon and worked it like a joystick.  It finally loosened and then it popped free.

      Esty didn’t know what to say, and Leopold’s jaw was slack with…something.  He’d seen some crazy things before—they both had—but the no-explanation-necessary kill was pure Kiera.  She wiped the blade on Newell’s flabby white skin, then slid it into her sheath and stood up.

      “You’re not saving any for the rest of us?” Esty asked.

      Without a word, Kiera stepped aside and yielded the corpse to Esty.

      She frowned.  “It’s too late now, body hog.”

      Leopold’s trance broke, and he got moving.  “We need to find Matthias’ clothes, clean his face, and get him home.”  His phone began to ring.  He looked at it and said, “It’s Yergha.”

      “We’ll take care of Matthias,” Esty assured him.  “Take the call.”

      Leopold answered his phone.  “Talk to me, Yergha.”

      “Cira’s been shot in the chest, and I’m not sure she’s going to make it.”

      His throat closed up instantly, and he couldn’t breathe.  Panic overtook him, then fear, and then his brain went blank.  A moment later, his chest loosened and he found he could breathe again.  Cira, he thought.  Oh, God, Cira!  One second later, everything went back online, his instincts kicked in, and he knew exactly what to do.

      “I’ll call Ethan right away,” Leopold said.  “He was in the military and experienced with triage.  He’ll get a local doctor to the rental house, but he’ll talk to you on the way.”

      “The clock is ticking, Leopold,” Yergha replied, on the verge of either tears or hysteria.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “And Atlas?” Leopold asked.

      “We had to leave him, but he can handle himself.”

      “I’m calling Ethan now,” he said.  “He’ll call you in less than a minute.”

      “I don’t know if we have that long,” Yergha cried.

      Leopold hung up, called Ethan, and briefed him on the situation.  Before he finished speaking, the line went dead.  That was the only time Leopold would accept an employee hanging up on him.  He was grateful for the man’s haste.

      Esty and Kiera were staring at him as if time had stopped.  Both women were ashen.  On the bed, Matthias stirred back to life.  He was awake but confused and in pain.  Seeing how he was moving, the boy had likely been raped, again.  To what extent, none of them would ever know, nor did they want to know.

      “Is Cira okay?” Esty asked, breathless.

      “Yergha and Ethan will do all they can for her,” Leopold said.  “In the meantime, let’s see this through.”

      They put a hat on the boy, told him to walk straight and try to smile, and that if he could do that, they would take him straight home.

      Matthias started to cry.

      When she thought about this boy’s descent into hell and now Cira’s life-threatening condition, Esty wanted to join him.  Instead of breaking down, she pulled the boy into her arms and cradled him tightly.  “It’s okay, sweetheart, this nightmare is finally over.”

      “Give me a second, and then we’ll go,” Leopold said.

      Before they left the room, Leopold used a pen to write a note on the hotel stationery: This is what you get when you rape and abuse children.

      He walked over to Newell’s body, set the note on his bare belly, and drove the pen an inch and a half into the flesh, staking the stationery to the violent pedophile. 

      Leopold wiped his prints from the pen, stood up, and said, “Okay, now we can go.”
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      Leopold pulled the Land Rover alongside the curb and parked in front of Jochen and Eva Selge’s home.  He glanced over at Kiera, who sat in the front passenger seat, but said nothing.  Sitting in the back seat, Esty sat next to Matthias, holding him close.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      The women nodded, but Leopold was most concerned about Matthias.  He looked back and met the boy’s eyes.

      Matthias slowly nodded, and then, in English, he said, “Thank you for finding me and saving me.”

      Esty pulled him tighter, and he let himself be hugged.  “Your parents are worried sick about you,” she said.

      He glanced up at her, the question in his eyes.

      “This is true,” Kiera said.

      “Okay,” he replied.

      The three of them walked Matthias to the front door.

      Leopold’s heart broke for young Matthias.  But in that sadness, dark new emotions emerged.  The call to violence beckoned him, drawing him into a wicked, hypnotic realm where brutal wasn’t violent enough, and there was purpose in torture, death, and dismemberment.

      Kiera reached around him and knocked on the front door.  He hadn’t realized he was zoning out, but then Kiera stood beside him, looking oddly at him.  He turned and saw Esty standing with Matthias.

      Kiera leaned in and whispered, “I’m not worried about anything, but right now, I wonder about that look on your face and what you’re going to do.”

      “We’ll give them the boy and deal with it afterward,” he said.

      A moment later, Eva opened the door, saw Matthias, and swept him in her arms so fast and so hard it took the razor’s edge off of Leopold’s foul mood.

      Eva swallowed Matthias into her embrace, kissing him everywhere, sobbing with relief.  Her boy was safe now.  He was home.

      At that moment, Leopold’s bitter heart seemed to charge back to life, and he felt somewhat human again.

      Eva studied the three of them with tears streaming down her face and nothing but gratitude in her heart.  That cold, angry, terrified woman they first met was gone.  Standing before them was a mother with her lost child, her stolen child, her traumatized child.  She stood, took Matthias’ hand, and invited them inside.

      Jochen heard the noise and rushed into the room.  The minute he saw Matthias, he broke into tears and pulled his boy into a crushing hug.  Whatever he felt about his son’s sexuality before no longer seemed to matter.  He couldn’t stop apologizing and kissing his son’s face.  Matthias didn’t seem to mind.

      The three of them stood in silence, touched by the tearful reunion, and soaking in the healing emotions of this once-broken family.

      “Let’s go get those cuts taken care of,” Eva told Matthias.  Leopold saw her fighting back the tears as she took in the state of her boy’s face.

      “He’ll need some serious therapy,” Kiera told Jochen when they were alone.  “He was raped, beaten, and abused at the hands of some awful people.”

      Fresh tears boiled in Jochen’s eyes as the horror of Matthias' plight infected every part of him.  He started to tremble, and a sob caught in the back of his throat.

      “You checked Option Red,” Leopold said.  “We made good on that option.  Three rapists are dead, gutted.  The doorman who called Elmar Harfouch is also dead, as you know.  Two rounds to the head, point-blank.  Obsidian Rock & Gravel was a front group for human traffickers.  According to one of them, before Kiera blew his brains all over the bathroom wall, ten percent of their business was from selling rock and gravel, while the remaining ninety percent came from human trafficking. They are just an intermediary, though.  They bought Matthias from Harfouch and sold him to Nina Deyers.  She was a blood dealer who used rejuvenation spas to sell blood transfusion treatments to the wealthy elite for a small fortune.  But she did not want Matthias for his blood.  We think she wanted him as bait.”

      “Bait?” Selge asked.

      “Nina Deyers, this psychopath, sought payback for her half-sister, Diana Todd.”

      “The dead socialite?”

      “Yes.”

      “She was killed in Prague,” Selge said, his brain working hard to connect the dots.

      “Atlas and Kiera killed her in a day spa in Prague a few months ago,” Leopold confirmed.  “This woman was a monster of the worst sort, but she and Nina were well-connected.  Nina targeted your son, but she also targeted us.  We haven’t confirmed all of this yet, so we cannot speak for certain about her true intentions, but these are reasonable suspicions based on our findings.  When I hear back from Atlas—who is dealing with Nina directly—I will have a firm answer.  But it won’t matter to you because our job was to find Matthias first and then rain down an unholy amount of terror on the creatures who took him.  As far as our dealings are concerned, on both tasks, my team and I have succeeded.”

      “What about this rock company and Nina Deyers?”

      “Nina Deyers is probably dead by now.  We set fire to all four of her businesses.  But the sprinkler systems looked effective, which means the blood bags likely survived.  The story behind the blood and the spa’s transfusion rooms will tell itself.”

      “What about the rock company?”

      “See, that’s where the real problem comes in,” Leopold said.  “It wasn’t with the takeover of the owners.  My team and I were able to neutralize those monsters just fine.  Nine plagues of society are now gone, dead, erased from this world.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Selge said, breathing a sigh of relief.

      For a long time, Leopold stared deep into Jochen’s eyes.  That was when everything damaged in the politician became whole, raw, and so blistering hot he could hardly catch his breath.

      Adrenaline roared through Leopold’s veins, and it was all he could do to keep from going nuclear.  “We managed to procure the investor list, Jochen.  It was thorough.  We are thorough.”

      He watched the color drain from the politician’s face—an admission of guilt if ever there was one.

      “How much money did you make investing in human traffickers?” he asked.

      Jochen’s mouth opened, but he could not even form a sentence.  Leopold slapped him so hard the crack of hand to skin sounded like gunfire.  The man was stunned, fear hanging in his eyes, his mouth never quite closing.

      “How much did you make?” Leopold growled.

      Selge was struggling with the moment, so Leopold struck him again—an open-palmed slap across the same cheek.

      “You built this house on the suffering of children!”

      He hit him again, and again.  And then he couldn’t stop the abuse.  He lost control as he thought of all the missing kids, the scared kids, and the abandoned kids whose souls were forever damaged so this vile opportunist could buy a better car, build a bigger house, add to his already impressive net worth.  It enraged Leopold, swallowed him in a blind rage, turned him into a weapon of vengeance that could not, and would not, stop.

      Esty and Kiera finally pulled him off of Selge, who cowered in the corner, his body shaking all over.

      Eva burst into the room and saw her terrified husband curled into a ball and hurting.  “What is the meaning of this?” she asked in English.

      Esty said, “The only reason he is alive is so Matthias can have two parents.  We will let him tell you how he ties into this—not directly, but indirectly.”

      Eva looked at her husband as he lowered his hang-dog eyes in shame.

      “Pay these people,” she hissed.  Jochen sat there for a moment, unresponsive.  “You will pay them, and then you will tell me what you have done!”

      He got up, went to his computer in the kitchen, then transferred the funds to Leopold’s account.  When he received confirmation for the payment, he showed Leopold.  After that, the three of them left without a word.

      On the way to the Land Rover, Kiera said, “I’m worried about Cira.”

      “I’m sorry,” Leopold said, “but I can’t drive right now.”  He handed the keys to Esty, who went around the SUV and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “You’re juiced on adrenaline,” Kiera said.

      “I feel like I could run through a brick wall right now,” he replied.  “Maybe two.”

      “Jochen was jumpy from the start,” Esty said, thinking this through.  “I couldn’t figure out why he was the way he was when we first met, but it makes sense now.  He probably knew that Obsidian would come up in our investigation and that we would learn of his connection to the company.”

      Leopold buckled his seatbelt and said, “My hand to God, I loathe these people.”

      “That is why people like Matthias and Eva need hunters like us,” Kiera reasoned.

      Ethan called a moment later.  Leopold picked up quickly, his heart racing.  “Please give me some good news.”

      “I can’t do that, Boss,” Ethan said solemnly.

      Leopold felt his heart sink.  He wasn’t sure what Ethan would say next, but he feared he would not like it.  When Ethan finished speaking, when Leopold’s broken heart was just a slab of meat on his sleeve for the world to see, he said, “I have to go, Ethan.  Call me if…just…I don’t know.  Just…thank you.”

      “Cira?” Esty asked.

      Leopold shook his head, unable to find the words.

      He called Atlas’ phone but got no answer.  He called again and got the same result.  After three more unanswered calls, Leopold said, “We need to go to Nina’s warehouse.  Something is wrong.

      The angry atmosphere in the SUV turned to sadness about Cira, and then it turned to worry with each failed attempt to reach Atlas.  He wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take before he cracked.

      They arrived at the warehouse in record time, but the police were swarming the scene.  Stacks of empty body bags sat in the parking lot, crime scene tape stretched across the gate, and a bevy of officers worked to keep the scene clean.

      “Why isn’t he answering his damn phone?” Esty said.

      “Maybe he can’t,” Kiera said.

      A news crew drove past the Land Rover, the first to arrive on the scene.  A second news van came through moments later.

      “Just go,” Leopold said.

      “What about Atlas?” Kiera asked.

      “I don’t know,” he replied.  “Dammit, I just don’t know.”

      A long moment passed, but then he hammered both fists against the dashboard until his hands were either too bruised or broken to hit anything anymore.  Instead, he just sat there, red-faced and shaking all over.

      “How the fuck did this happen?” he screamed.

      No one told him to calm down or pull himself together, but as a failing leader with a third of his team missing or dead, he knew he needed to rein in his emotions.

      Halfway back to the rental home—as he was thinking about Cira, how he had found her years ago and denied her the love she needed from him—Leopold realized he had been wrong.  He had been wrong about her all along.

      And now…now…
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      Atlas woke with a fever and a dizzying amount of pain.  It took him a long moment to realize he was on a transport plane loaded with cargo.  He couldn’t get a read on the cargo because he was blindfolded and cuffed.  He tried to move, but then he was stabbed in the arm with something sharp, something that shoved him back into that dark, unconscious void.

      He woke up to a jarring, noisy sound under the plane.  Were they finally landing, and if so, where?  Before he could hear anything or anyone, he was jabbed again.

      Darkness engulfed him.

      When he woke next, he was in the back of a Jeep or pickup truck, or maybe some foreign version of both.  He had a horrendous headache, extreme dizziness, and near-death energy.  Hoping to avoid another blackout, he remained perfectly still while trying to get a read on his location.

      But then someone pulled the blindfold from his eyes, and a face blocked the direct sunlight.  It was the scariest-looking face Atlas had ever seen.  It wasn’t just the upside-down cross under the man’s eye, or the slicked-back hair, or even the tattoos covering nearly every inch of his exposed skin.  What terrified him most was that smile, that sinister look that said this son of a bitch was going to enjoy whatever it was he had in store for Atlas.

      “Devil,” Atlas said, his voice scratchy.

      “In the flesh,” he grinned.

      Then he jabbed Atlas with something again and again.

      It was lights out once more.

      When next he woke, Atlas was lying on a dirty floor in a bamboo cage with a small village and the surrounding jungle all around him.  He tried to move but found he was chained to a metal center-post sunk into a thick, cement base.  The heavy chain was connected to an iron collar circling his neck.  He ran his fingers over the collar and found it locked.

      A man cleared his throat.  Atlas turned and saw the tattooed creature.

      “These God-forsaken people will work for almost nothing in these parts,” Devil said from outside the bamboo cage.

      Atlas looked down.  He was wearing black cotton briefs and nothing else.

      “It’s only going to cost me about $10,000 to keep you alive.  That’s nothing to me.  Less than nothing.  Not for what I have planned for you.”

      Atlas could not ignore the sinking feeling that had overtaken him.

      Outside the cage, chickens clucked, and dogs barked in the distance.  A few nearby kids played with a soccer ball, their delightful noises standing in direct contrast to the dreadfulness of Atlas’ situation.  A couple of these kids looked his way but seemed to think nothing of it.  Then he heard an older man running after them, yelling at them in Spanish.

      A moment later, Devil opened the cage and walked inside.  “You killed my aunt Diana, you shot my mother, and you destroyed our entire operation.  But you failed.  You failed to stop me, to kill me, to cripple me.  Now I have you.  And you’re so far out of your depth you have no idea where in the world you are.”

      He didn’t.  He knew that.

      “The good news is that you’re going to live a very, very long time, and by the time your body dies, your mind will have been gone for decades.  Your brain will be nothing but a pile of mush.  Your eyes will glaze over.  Your mouth won’t speak.  Everything that used to function on you will now be useless.  You will be nothing.  Less than nothing.  An annoyance that once was but is no longer, a non-functional skeleton who wished for death every waking moment of his life.  But when you realize that you can’t die, that this nightmare will stretch on forever, remember that I did this to you.  Me.  Devil.”

      “I will have my memories to keep me company,” Atlas said.  “The memory of your aunt when I shot her in the Augustine Hotel is one of my finer recollections.  She was on her massage table, thinking she was about to be pampered.  We rolled that bitch over, pumped half a dozen rounds into her, and then I drove a rusty nail into her skull, just to make sure that when her dead body was found, the entire world would know how much of a piece of shit she was.”

      Devil grinned.

      “You can’t hurt my feelings, Atlas.”

      “It’s fun trying.”

      “When you killed my mother, you opened up a world of prospects for me.  I am my own man now.  No longer a lowly slave, forced to prove things to his mother.  My power is mine, all because of you.  So, thank you for your sacrifice.”

      Atlas touched his face at the jawline.  He felt two patches of gauze taped to his skin.  One patch covered the entry wound, and the other covered the hole where the bullet had ricocheted off the bone and exited an inch farther.  His injuries felt inflamed, but someone had placed a pill bottle nearby.  Antibiotics.

      He glanced down at his chest and saw similar bandaging.  Had the bullet passed through him?  Everything hurt, including each breath he took.  There was no telling the trauma he had suffered.

      Devil chuckled to himself.

      “What?” Atlas asked.

      “I wish I could be here when your pain meds wear off.”

      Atlas felt his face go white.  Devil seemed to think that was funny.

      “While you’re squatting in the dirt, locked in the darkest corner of the world, and feeling completely helpless,” Devil mused, “Jade and Alabama will be clueless as to the danger confronting them.”

      “Don’t talk about them,” Atlas hissed, unnerved by the mention of his family.  His jaw tightened, and his hands clenched into fists.

      “Imagine—while you waste away in here—that a man like me is drinking your daughter’s blood in front of your ex-wife and her boy toy.  And imagine that while you rot in this cell, I’ll be having my way with Jade, grinding the Christianity out of her in a pool of semen and your daughter’s blood.”

      Atlas launched from his spot, exploding forth so fast that Devil barely had time to flinch before Atlas’ chain caught.

      Blistering red in the face, raging, Atlas screamed, “I’m going to kill you!  I’m going to eat your heart right out of your chest, you soulless prick!”

      “You’re not going to be eating anything, Atlas,” he laughed.  “Bugs maybe, or weeds.  But you’ll starve to death long before you ever get this close to me again.”

      With that, the monster, the demon, the psychopath, turned and left.  Atlas watched him go before crawling into his corner where he lay scared and uncertain.

      Pain and loneliness awaited him, along with the promise of anxiety, depression, and hostility.  He did not want to face these things alone, nor did he think he could escape them.  Perhaps that was his fate, his punishment.

      For the first time since his incarceration in NorCal State Prison, he came to realize that prison was and had always been his destiny.  But now, locked in that cage—wherever in the world he was—he was not just imprisoned, he was broken, bested, and banished from this life.

      As far as the real world was concerned, Atlas Hargrove was dead.
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      When Leopold, Esty, and Kiera returned to the rental house, Leopold was relieved to find a doctor working on Cira.  She remained in critical condition but alive.

      He introduced himself to the man, who then told him that a bullet had entered her high in the chest and she wasn’t stabilizing.

      “She needs to go to a hospital,” the doctor said without pretense.

      “I’m sure my associate informed you that this is not that kind of a situation,” Leopold said, his eyes glued to Cira, to all the blood on her shirt.  Yergha was sitting in the corner in shock.

      The doctor spoke again, this time in German.  Gregor translated: “He said he has to insist.”

      Leopold pulled out his gun, pointed it at the man’s face, and—as calmly as he could—said, “Tell him that if she dies, he dies.  I know he understands me, but tell him anyway.”

      Gregor stared at him, a curious look on his face.

      “Translate!” he roared.

      Gregor relayed the message in German, and the doctor went to work.

      Codrin called, but Leopold couldn’t talk to anyone.  He tossed the phone to Kiera, who answered it right away.  She spoke with Codrin for a few minutes, and then she hung up and said, “We have one last address.”

      Leopold pulled his eyes from Cira long enough to glance at Kiera.  The girl was expressionless.

      “Yeah?” he asked.

      “Devil’s house,” she replied.

      “I can’t watch this anymore,” Yergha said.  “I’ll go with you.”

      Esty refused to leave Cira’s side, even to exact revenge.  He pulled her into a hug, and there they remained.

      “We’ll be back shortly,” Kiera said.

      When they returned an hour later, the doctor gave them an update on Cira.  Speaking fluent English, he said, “She is stable for now, but she will still need a blood transfusion.”

      “Don’t say that word,” Esty said.  “Blood.”

      “Can you get her what she needs?” Leopold asked.  The doctor nodded.  “I’m sorry about the gun, but she is family to me.  All of these people are family.”

      What he didn’t say was that Atlas was family, too, and that his family was hurt or missing, or quite possibly worse.  He tried not to think about it, but Atlas was out there, somewhere, in need of them.

      Esty had ordered food, which arrived half an hour later.  Leopold insisted the doctor join them, that there was plenty of food for everyone.  He nodded and picked up a plate.  Even though the job was complete, they took no joy in the meal.  Eating had become an act of necessity, something they did to keep going.

      “What about Atlas?” Esty finally asked.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Leopold said.  “If anyone has them, please speak up.”

      No one said a word.  Where in the world would they look?

      “Tell me about Devil’s house,” Leopold said.

      “He had five girls over there,” Yergha said.  “Four of them had their throats cut, but a fifth survived long enough to tell us what had happened.  Her name was Monique, and we were there when she died.”

      “He killed them all?” Esty asked.

      Yergha nodded.  “Four of the five girls were pregnant.  And the one who wasn’t pregnant had just given birth.”

      “Where was the baby?” the doctor asked.

      “This is where it gets a little rough,” Yergha said, his eyes misting over.  “Devil was paying these girls, all of whom were cousins or distant relatives, to have his children.”

      “What?” Esty asked, appalled.

      “Monique said that Devil got high on blood transfusions,” Yergha explained.  “His aunt Diana got him hooked when he was younger.  A few years ago, however, Devil learned that the blood transfusions were even better if you shared DNA markers with the donor’s blood.”

      “No,” Esty said, shaking her head.

      Yergha swallowed hard when he next spoke.  “This freak drains the newborns’ blood and infuses it into his system, replacing his blood supply with blood from his children.”

      “This is for real?” the doctor asked, horrified.

      “It gets worse,” Yergha said.  “Sometimes, he would…he would…”

      “What?” Esty asked.

      “Eat them.”

      Everyone groaned and turned away from their food, and then Esty got pissed off at Yergha for saying it out loud.

      “Oh, and he is having sex with his younger sister, Brigitte,” Yergha added.  “Monique said that he promised her the world for another baby.  Apparently, they’ve had two already, but they love role play, so they always start anew by pretending to be strangers.”

      “Wait a minute, Devil and his sister roll-play so they can have babies together?” Leopold asked.

      Yergha nodded, but Kiera looked away, embarrassed.

      “What did you do with the house?” Leopold asked, unable to listen to any more of this disgusting tale.  “Did you burn it?”

      Yergha shook his head.  “There was a basement lined with refrigerators and freezers.  They were full of blood bags.  And in the garbage, we found pieces of the baby.”

      Leopold’s face suddenly felt very flush.  “Someone has to call the police,” he heard himself say.

      The doctor got up and went to the bathroom.  Leopold heard retching sounds coming from the room but he tried to ignore them.

      “We called the police already,” Kiera said, closing the matter.  “I’m going to try Atlas again.”

      “I just called,” Leopold said.  “He’s still not answering.”

      Yergha made the call but the line just rang and rang.  He hung up, called again.  Nothing.  He tossed his phone at the wall where it broke into two pieces.

      “My appetite is gone,” Esty said.  “We can’t just sit here, not while he’s out there.”  She looked at Yergha and the man nodded.

      “I’m going out there to look for him,” Yergha said.

      “I’m coming with you,” Kiera replied.

      “Me, too,” Esty said.

      “But, you just got back,” Leopold said.

      Kiera looked at him, then said, “So, we’ll go out again.  Only now there will be three of us.”

      “Someone should stay with Cira in case she wakes up,” the doctor mentioned as he stepped out of the bathroom.  His skin had a clammy, green hue to it, and a thin sheen of perspiration dotted his brow.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Esty, Kiera, and Yergha returned without Atlas.  “How’s Cira?” Yergha asked.  He sounded weary and forlorn.

      “She crashed again,” Leopold said.  “The doctor said it was bad blood.  He brought a few extra bags from different donors just in case, and it looks like this one might have stabilized her.”

      “And if she crashes again?” Kiera asked.

      “Please don’t ask me that question,” Leopold replied, somber.  He rubbed his eyes and looked at the others.  He couldn’t believe this was happening.  “Well?  What did you find?”

      “He was last seen at the warehouse, but the place was lit up like Fenway park and crawling with police,” Esty said.  “They were taking cages of infants out of the main warehouse.  And they had body bags all over the ground, many of them smaller than adult size.”

      “I can’t take it anymore,” Leopold said, getting up.

      He went to his bedroom, shut the door, then lay down.  There was no way for him to silence his emotions.  He took three Advil, washed them down with last night’s water, then lay powerless as the pain and fear crashed over him.  He woke sometime in the middle of the night, walked into the living room, then sat by the stretcher where Cira lay silent but for her breathing.

      He took her lifeless hand into his own, grateful for the warmth, and he said, “I’m so sorry, Cira.  I’m so, very, very sorry.”
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      Three days later… They didn’t leave Atlas behind because that’s what they wanted.  And they certainly didn’t leave him behind with the intent of writing him off as a casualty of a brutal job.  No one even wanted to leave Germany without him.  The heat had become too much.  In the end, Kiera was the one to talk sense into Leopold.

      “What we did is all over television,” Kiera said.  “INTERPOL is involved, and they have us on their radar.  It’s only a matter of time before they have our identities.”

      “This doesn’t fit our fingerprint as far as they’re concerned,” Leopold said.  He hadn’t shaved since finding the boy and he stunk of alcohol and desperation.  Even he couldn’t stand the depths to which he had fallen.

      “I’m the last person who wants to leave him,” Kiera said, “but if the authorities track this back to us—if they find us—you will compromise us all.”

      “I can’t leave him behind.”

      “It’s just for now.”

      “There has to be another way, Kiera,” he said.  He started to cry, and it was the first time he’d done this in front of the team.  “I’m terrible at this.  I should have never started this crew.”

      Kiera slapped him across the face so hard he was startled.  She then grabbed him under the chin and forced him to look at her.

      “Soldiers die.  Mercenaries die.  Friends die.  It’s a factor of war, and that’s what you do.  You go after the worst people society has to offer, and you always fight to win.  Now get your ass out of this funk, summon the jet, and let’s get out of here before we can’t.”

      He glanced past Kiera and saw the team.  They were looking at him and not objecting to Kiera’s tack.  She let go of his face, shoving it sideways as she walked off.

      He looked down at his phone, then picked it up and called Ethan.  “We need an immediate evac.  We’ll hit Turkey first, and then we’ll head to the States.  I’ll finalize the flight plan with the pilot in Turkey.”

      “Very well, sir,” Ethan said.

      “I’ll need a few hours here, as well.”

      “I’ll alert the pilot and get back to you with the flight time.”  When he called back, he asked if 6 hours would be okay.

      “Six hours is fine, Ethan.  Thank you.”

      So, they had 6 hours left at the Deutschland Shitbox before it was time to go.  The doctor did what he could to prepare Cira for travel, and then Gregor said he needed to change his clothes and underwear.  Leopold paid the man handsomely, then arranged for him to be picked up and taken home.  And then it was the crew, minus Atlas.

      “I’ll wipe the place of our prints,” Leopold said.

      “That’ll take hours,” Esty replied.

      “We have the time.”

      Yergha held up the short shopping list and said, “Esty and I will be back.”

      Leopold and Kiera wiped the place down completely.  He asked Kiera to wipe down Cira and Atlas’ room.  He tried to work in there, but it was like he was staring into a bedroom full of ghosts.  They were the best of the team because, even with this shit-awful life, they had found a way in which their love for each other could grow.  He was envious of their relationship.  No, he was jealous and sad.

      In the end, Kiera moved past him and said, “Do the bathroom.”

      When he finished cleaning, Leopold looked the place over, but he couldn’t shake the memories.  He thought of Atlas and Cira, and he thought about Matthias and the creep who beat and raped him and Elmar Harfouch and his pedophile network.  And then he thought about the cowardly Jochen Selge, whom he should have finished off.  None of these thoughts improved his state of mind for he was consumed with hatred for these people and unable to let it go.  They deserved what they got, and he couldn’t allow himself to think otherwise.  That he wanted them to suffer more was something he might have to work out in therapy.

      He blinked, and Kiera was standing before him.  “What?” he asked, as he wiped an unshed tear from his right eye.

      She knelt before him and cupped his face.  The edges of her mouth lifted, and a tiny smile emerged.  “We’ll find him, Leopold.  Somehow, someway, we will find him.”

      “I don’t even know where to look,” he said.

      “We will when the dust settles.”

      “This outfit is about to go belly-up, Kiera.  The arrangements I have with the warden, the board of prisons, Kathleen…”

      It was all too much too quickly.  With this singular event, everything had fallen apart.  There was no fixing this, no burying this, no ignoring this.  His life was done.  He was in a hole too deep.

      Kiera pulled him into a hug and held him tight.  When she let go, he stood and looked at her, awestruck.

      “Who is this Kiera?” he asked.  “I don’t recognize you with all this…sensitivity.”

      “I was allowed to have emotions since Prague,” she said tenderly.  “Isabelle said it’s important to develop this part of myself if I hope to do anything other than wet work.”

      “She’s right,” Leopold said.  “I’m so grateful for you.”

      “But you won’t see me again after this, will you?” she asked.

      He shook his head, the moment bearing down on him.

      She seemed to consider the implications of this statement, the long-term effects finally getting to her.  Sadness passed through her eyes, and she took his hand.

      “You, Atlas, and the team are the only people who make me feel human, a part of something benevolent, and loved.”

      She started to cry, and it pained him with every fiber of his being.  To see and feel such a heartfelt response from someone as unbendable and unbreakable as Kiera was a memory he would never forget.

      “So this is what this feels like,” she said.

      He pulled her back into a hug and said, “What you said was right, Kiera.  You are our family.  And we love you.  All of us.”

      There were voices outside the front door and a key hit the lock.  Kiera pulled out of Leopold’s embrace and disappeared into her room, unwilling to show the others this new, sad side of her.

      When Esty and Yergha walked in, their mood was still somber, but they arrived with to-go salads, schnitzels, and non-alcoholic drinks.

      After lunch, Leopold called the executive rental company and told them they could pick up the Land Rover.  The driver arrived as the team finished packing the trunk of the other rental—the sedan with the caved-in roof from where Devil had jumped out of his second-story office and fled the club.

      The ride to the airport was cramped and quiet.  This wasn’t the right spirit to leave a completed job, but he knew he wouldn’t shake this feeling for months or years to come.  He might never shake this feeling.

      They parked at the end of the airport away from other cars as much as possible, then they wiped down the car.  After that, they caught a ride to the jet.

      When they boarded the Gulfstream and received takeoff clearance, Yergha dialed a phone number using his burner phone.  It rang once, and then there was a loud explosion in the distance: the rental car.

      They lifted off 7 minutes later.

      On the way to drop off Yergha, Leopold made the dreaded call.  He phoned Kathleen Richardson.

      “I’m glad you called,” Kathleen said.  “The feds are crawling all over the place, and I can’t hold them off much longer.  When will you have Atlas back?”

      “He’s gone,” he said.

      “Gone?”

      “We’re on our way back from Cologne, but he’s not coming with us.”

      There was a very long silence.  “Is he dead?”

      “We don’t know.  I think so, but I don’t have confirmation.”

      “Could he have skipped out on you?”

      “He wouldn’t do that to either of us,” Leopold said, weary.  “Trust me, he’s had the chance a hundred times, and never once did he make me worry.”

      “The damn feds, Leopold,” she growled.

      “I have a plan, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “Well, it had better be good, because if it isn’t, we’re both finished.  These guys aren’t playing around anymore.”

      “They were tipped-off as an act of revenge,” he admitted.

      “You know who did this?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “And?”

      “They aren’t among the living anymore.”

      “Be that as it may, whatever you said or did to Agent Hirsch put him on the warpath.”

      “I have proof that Hirsch and Ellis received money from a known blood dealer and human trafficker.”

      “That won’t matter now.  We’re dirty, Leopold.”  Lowering her voice, she said, “You got me dirty, you son of a bitch!”

      He tried to be offended by her contained outburst but couldn’t summon the energy to care.  That did not dissuade him, though.  He was more determined than ever to fix this.  “If I show up, can you gather your most treasured possessions in a duffle bag?”

      She sat on the line, quiet for a long time, and then he thought he heard her crying.  He couldn’t think of a thing to say.  But then she blew her nose and said, “Yes.”

      “Good, I’ll be in touch.”

      They landed at the FBO in Istanbul and everyone hugged Yergha as if they would never see him again.  Sadly, this was a real possibility.

      “At the risk of sounding sappy,” Yergha said.  “I love you guys.”  There wasn’t a dry eye among them.  “Especially you, Esty.”

      She laughed and then gave him one last hug.

      “I love you, too, Yergha,” Esty said.  “Take good care of that woman of yours, but take good care of you.”

      When they took off again—heading for Virginia this time—Leopold felt as though the bottom of his world had dropped out from beneath him.

      When they landed in Virginia, the Range Rover was waiting for them.  Before getting out of the jet, Kiera hugged Leopold hard.  It was the kind of hug you give someone when you hate the situation but can’t do a damn thing about it.

      “I’m going to miss you,” she said.

      “You’ll see me again, one way or another.  I decided that on the way here.”

      “I hope so,” she said.

      They picked up what gear remained from Isabelle’s generous stockpile of weapons and ammo and walked it out to the Range Rover.  The driver opened the back door and they stowed the gear inside.  Isabelle got out of the SUV.  She smiled at first, but then she saw the mood, and concern became the only emotion Leopold recognized.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Have you ever had an op go belly up?”

      “Enough times to know that, when it happens to you, it can be crushing.”

      “Crushing is an understatement,” he said.

      Kiera looked at Leopold before getting into the Range Rover.  He nodded, a smile barely touching his lips.  Everything he wanted to say to her, he had already said.

      “We all bounce back,” Isabelle said, reassuring him.  She touched his arm and looked deep into his eyes. “You will, too.”

      “Not this time, Isabelle,” he said.

      “You feel that now, but time will soften the blow.”

      “I have a favor to ask, one for which I will compensate you in full.  I would not ask if I wasn’t so desperate.”

      “What can I do?” she asked.

      He took her onboard the jet, showed her what he needed, and then she nodded, not even a moment of hesitation.

      “Okay,” she said.

      Leopold nodded, thanked her for the weapons, and then promised to be in touch.  He was airborne 30 minutes later, headed for San Francisco.

      He arrived in California well after sunset.  Ethan had arranged for a limousine to meet him at the airport.  The limo was waiting as promised, the driver outside and ready to receive him.

      Once inside the car, he gave the driver the address, then sat back and yawned.  The trip to Vacaville was short compared to the traveling he had just done.  But he could only keep his eyes open for so long, he was that exhausted.

      “Sir,” the driver said, rousing him.

      “I’m awake,” Leopold said, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

      “We’re 5 minutes from our destination,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      He called Kathleen and said, “I’ll be out front in 3 minutes.”

      “Okay,” she said, sounding broken.

      He hated that he had done this to her, that he had destroyed her entire life.  When he pulled up to the house, she was outside, waiting.

      “Pop the trunk, please,” Leopold said to the driver before getting out.

      Kathleen walked two bags to the trunk.  When Leopold tried to help her, she jerked away from him and said, “Just let me do it.”

      He backed up, lifting his hands in surrender.  Right then, Kathleen’s husband, Dwight, walked out of the house.  He had his shotgun in hand, and he was barking at Kathleen.

      “You’re not leaving me!” he said, making a scene.

      “Watch me,” Kathleen said, tears draining from her eyes.

      Dwight saw Leopold and his body took on a more aggressive stance.  He walked up to Leopold and jammed the shotgun in his face.  Leopold was too tired to respond.

      “Do you think you can take her from me?” Dwight yelled.

      “You should have thought of that before cheating on your wife with little girls,” Leopold said.

      “You don’t know about me and my life!” he spat in the throes of a manic fit.

      “I know that you lost her a long time ago,” Leopold said.  “And we’re not together, Dwight.  She’s leaving you because you can’t keep your dick in your pants.”

      The man gripped and re-gripped his weapon.  The barrel hovered only inches from Leopold’s face.  “I should kill you right now.”

      “You’d be doing me a favor,” Leopold said.

      “I will!”

      “Pull the trigger, you colossal disappointment.”

      “Don’t test me,” Dwight stammered.  “I’m not kidding, man!”

      “You aren’t doing shit,” Leopold said.  He shoved the shotgun barrel out of his face and got into the limo.  “Let’s go to Napa, please.”

      “Yes, sir,” the driver said.

      When they pulled away from the house, Kathleen broke down.  He couldn’t comfort her because he had done this to her.  He wanted to be there for her, but he was the one who had destroyed her life.

      They arrived in Napa in a short amount of time, and a few minutes later, the limo pulled up to Jade and Rocco’s house.  Leopold opened the door, but Atlas’ family was already coming out to meet him.  They had one bag each, as instructed.  The driver took their bags and stowed them in the trunk.

      When the three of them were seated comfortably in the limo, Rocco, Jade, and Alabama introduced themselves to Leopold.  Kathleen then introduced herself to Rocco, ignoring Jade’s initial reaction to her being there.  She knew Jade and Alabama at the prison, but Leopold knew she never saw herself taking this path in life.

      “You are every bit as beautiful as Atlas described you,” Leopold said to Jade.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      Leopold looked at Alabama with the most comforting smile he could manage under such devastating times.  “And you, my dear, are a treasure.  I see why your father gave everything he could to find you.”

      “Is my dad okay?” Alabama asked.

      “No, sweetheart, he is not,” he said, truthfully.  “And that is why we’re leaving.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “To the airport for now.”

      Leopold had filled Jade in on the operation, where it went wrong, and how they were forced to leave Germany without Atlas.  She hadn’t taken the news well, but to look at her right then, one would not know it.

      With so much heat about to bear down on them, Leopold asked Ethan to set them up with a large rental home somewhere in the middle of nowhere.  Ethan asked about the staff, and he said he didn’t know.  But then he said, “How would you feel about joining us?”

      “I would feel just fine,” Ethan replied, grateful.  “I would be honored.”

      Leopold didn’t tell Kathleen or Jade where they were going because he didn’t know.  He asked Ethan to make the arrangements for him.  By the time they were airborne, he took a moment to chat with the pilot.

      “It looks like we’re going to Columbia,” Leopold announced upon leaving the pilot’s cabin.

      Everyone remained quiet, but there wasn’t much to say.  No one had lived in that part of the world before, so it would be an adventure for everyone.  They might even find they enjoyed it.  He might like it, too.  At least, that was what he told himself.

      Reclining in his seat, he looked out the window and thought, Columbia, my home.  Then he glanced around at the others and thought, No, our home.
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      Two years later… Atlas was thrown his food again, the kid laughing when it hit him in the face.  He looked down at the meal sitting in the dirt, picked it up with fingernails so long they were getting in the way of things and would need to be picked shorter or chewed down, depending on what he decided.

      His body was rail-thin, his elbows, and knees large in contrast to the weight he lost and the size of his limbs.  His ribs were sticking out, his chest was way too hairy, and the wounds in his chest and head still ached with the occasional phantom pain.

      He picked up the broken-open fruit, ate it slowly when he wanted to eat greedily, then sat back and pissed his pants.  He didn’t have the strength to undo the buttons.  Not now, not anymore.

      When he first arrived, his prison uniform was his boxer briefs.  They lasted a few months before they finally wore off around him.  One of the local women finally brought him a pair of Levi’s that fit pretty well.

      These jeans were worn soft from dirt and piss, and they had stains where he couldn’t get his pants down fast enough and had to pump a grumper.  The knees had holes in them, the bottom hems were frayed, and two belt loops broke when one of the local guys got drunk and tried to rape him.  He fought him off that night, but barely.

      Long ago, he had concluded that he was meant to be in prison.  Wherever he was now just happened to be worse than NorCal and he missed his family dearly.  But he was dead to them and them to him.  It had to be that way.  How else could he cope with this nightmare?

      After putting another old piece of fruit in his non-existent stomach, his stomach began to rumble, which led to cramping, which then led to diarrhea.  He had no privacy, but it didn’t matter anymore.  He was a pig in a pigpen, something everyone knew was there but no longer even noticed, a blight on the community that only served to maintain adequate cash flow.

      After leaving the toilet corner of the cage, he pulled up his pants, went to the other side as far as his chain would allow, then lay in the dirt like a junkyard dog.

      The sound of kids screaming and laughing and playing with their dogs soothed him.  Had he ever lived in a neighborhood with such sounds?  He couldn’t remember, but he liked it.

      A warm breeze blew through the tiny town, pushing the smell of feces away from him.  For a moment, there was only fresh air and the rich scent of earth.  He wanted to smile.  Even though his mouth refused to cooperate, he still felt a brief stab of happiness.

      With this gift from God and a rare moment of peace, he adjusted the iron collar to the right place on his neck, and then he closed his eyes and slept.
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        * * *

      

      Atlas woke to the distant sounds of gunfire.  He closed his eyes, telling himself it was probably guerrilla forces doing whatever it was they did in the jungles of…wherever.  He tried to go back to sleep.  But when the sounds of gunfire got closer, he sat up and wondered if they were coming after the villagers.  He didn’t know what they did, if anything, that might put the families here at risk.  With the sun breaching the horizon and the first light of day upon him, he wondered what anyone wanted so early in the morning that it required the use of guns.

      But then the entire four-home village woke up, and the older men and their sons emerged to protect the community.  The women popped their heads out, as did the kids, but the men pushed them back inside and told them not to make a sound.

      Bits of dirt and sleep-goop in Atlas’ eyes made for poor vision.  Still, he managed to spot one of the men passing by the cage carrying an automatic rifle.  What were these people doing with automatic rifles?  He counted six: four heads of the household and two sons of age.

      Gunfire tore through the village and the six men standing guard were cut down quickly.

      Atlas wiped his eyes in an attempt to see better, but this only made matters worse.  Of course, it could be dehydration and near starvation.  Both had wreaked havoc on his body for months with the loss of vision being one such casualty.

      A confident girl with brown, shoulder-length hair strolled into the center of the village.  From what Atlas saw, the intruder wore green tactical pants, a black tank top, and military-style boots.

      Guerrillas, he thought, based on this girl’s attire.

      A woman from the village ran from her home and fell to her knees before one of the fallen men.  She was already sobbing, but Atlas knew it was for effect.  Her husband was an asshole who scared the women in the village, but only because he was brash and had no problem beating his wife in public when she sparked his temper.

      Another villager stepped out of her house and shot at the intruder.  She had killed her husband and son.  The girl fired back, the bullet hitting the door beside the woman, but not the woman.  The action chased everyone back into their homes, but there was no more loss of life.

      The girl, or woman—he couldn’t be sure—turned to Atlas and stopped.  He shrunk back from the cage, but she was already headed right for him.  He backed up as far as he could, but then the chain caught, and his head jerked forward.  Was he going to die there?  Trapped in a crap-smelling cage like a mongrel?  For all of the times he begged God to take him, now that his life was on the line, he didn’t want to die.

      Then the face looked down into the bamboo cage.  He felt this killer’s eyes on him, studying his face and then looking at the stake set into concrete.  The girl opened the cage, then reached down, grabbed the chain, and gave it a light shake.

      She walked away, leaving the cage door open.  He didn’t care.  He couldn’t leave anyway.  But then the girl returned, prompting him to spit in his hands and rub his eyes clean.  But they weren’t clean, so everything remained a blur.  He saw the shadow of her walk into the cage.  She was fuzzy from a distance but a blur up close.

      In the distance, he heard two separate voices call out, “Clear!”

      Hands grabbed the collar on his neck and held it still.  Then the lock popped; the metal released.  The girl took the collar off, and then—despite Atlas’ filthy, sad state of affairs—the girl knelt and hugged him.

      He felt her body start to shake against his, and then she choked down a sob.  “Can you walk?” she finally asked, wiping her eyes.

      “I don’t know,” he said, not sure what was happening.

      “You have to try.”

      She helped him up, and as they were walking out, he said, “Who are you?”

      She turned her head away, taken by another short crying fit which she quickly fixed.  “Kiera.”

      He started to cry, he couldn’t stop himself, and then the two other people saw him and came over.  He recognized Leopold’s voice, but not him.  From what he could see of his frame, Leopold no longer carried himself like an aristocrat.  He was big, lean, and well-armed.

      The other girl hugged him and said, “I missed you, psycho.”

      “Esty,” he said, overwhelmed with joy.

      “In the flesh, brother.”

      He couldn’t stay his emotions any longer, but neither could they.  Leopold pulled him into a big emotional hug.

      When he pulled away, Atlas asked, “How long?”

      “Just over 2 years,” Leopold said with almost too much emotion in his voice.  “But we never stopped looking for you, not since you disappeared in Cologne.”

      He looked around and said, “Where’s Yergha?”

      “He’s married now, and he just had a baby.  His wife wouldn’t let him come, even when he threatened divorce.”

      “And Cira?”

      “She’s gone,” Esty said sadly.

      He lowered his head, and that’s when the emotions crashed over him.  He thought about Cira every day, about what they started together, the life he wanted to live with her.  Cira, Jade, and Alabama were the three beacons he held fast to in the darkest of moments, and now his latest love was dead.

      “How did she die?” he heard himself ask.

      “She’s not dead,” Leopold said.  “But she might as well be.  Everything changed after Cologne.  I’ll tell you about it on the jet.  We came in a little hot, so things might be hot leaving, too.  Try not to get shot.”

      The long trek out of the jungle was difficult, but blood flowed through his veins again, and his appendages fought to come back to life.  And then they were taking fire.  Kiera let go of him to join the firefight.  He tried to stand on his own, but he couldn’t do it.  He fell over, into the brush, then managed to crawl to cover.

      “Clear!” Leopold called.

      “Clear,” Kiera said.

      Leopold found him in the brush.  He lifted him and carried him out of the jungle.  Atlas passed out several times along the way.

      When they reached the jet, a doctor was waiting.  Atlas woke up and saw that he was on an IV drip.  He had to blink again because having fluids in his body was doing wonders for his vision.

      “I cleaned your eyes,” the doctor said.

      “Where are we?”

      “Argentina,” Leopold said.

      He nodded, then looked around.  “I missed this jet.  It always meant I was free, if only for a little while.”

      “You are free now, Atlas,” Leopold said.  “No more prisons.”

      The man had found his inner beast, and yet—despite his age and stature—Leopold was somehow better looking than before.

      “Where are we going?” Atlas asked.

      “Home,” Esty replied.

      “America?”

      “Medellin, Columbia,” Leopold said.

      “What about Alabama?”

      “The whole family is with us,” Esty said with a smile.  “We have a large property that’s more like a compound.  You’re going to love it.”

      “I didn’t tell them we were coming after you because I didn’t want them to worry or hold on to false hope,” Leopold said, “but if you want, you can call Alabama.”

      Atlas was nodding his head, but his heart had other plans.  “Let me just catch my breath first.”

      Kiera hugged him again.  He touched her hair, then pulled back and looked at her face.  “You are so beautiful,” he said, able to see the details of her now.  “I knew you would look like this when you grew up.”

      She leaned in and kissed his mouth, and then she hugged him for the longest time.  He fell asleep when they hit cruising altitude.  An hour later, he jolted awake, looked around, and had to remind himself that he was safe.  Across the aisle, Leopold was asleep in one of the chairs.

      “Cira,” Atlas said.

      Leopold woke up and said, “What?”

      “Cira.”

      Atlas was waiting to hear that she was crippled or in a coma, or maybe even some other place, some place worse.  He didn’t expect the answer Leopold gave him.

      “She made a full recovery with the help of Isabelle and Monarch Industries’ medical staff.  It was touch-and-go for a while, but she finally pulled through.  But surviving what she did, losing you…it drove her a bit crazy.  We ran a few missions to build our capital after abandoning my house and more assets than I care to admit.  When it came out that we were stealing you out of NorCal, and that Kathleen and Dicampli were exposed for helping you, we found ourselves in the hot seat, big time.  We might never be able to return to America.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Atlas said.

      Leopold waved off the comment like it was nothing.  “Anyway, Cira was out of control.  She turned into a female version of you, the Prague edition.”

      “Oh, no,” he said.

      “And then, one day, she just disappeared.”

      “She left?” he asked.  Leopold nodded.  “Where is she now?”

      “Codrin keeps tabs on her,” Esty said.  “Right now she’s in Amsterdam staying with a friend.”

      He looked at her.  “A friend?” She nodded.  “Are we talking male or female?”

      Esty looked away.  Leopold hesitated, but then he said, “Male.”

      He took a deep breath, blew it out slowly, and looked away.  “I think I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      “I knew you would need to hear this, even though I hate being the one to tell you,” Leopold said.  “We miss her every day, though.  Without you two, it’s been hard to feel like we’re family.”

      “Can I call Alabama now?” he asked.

      “If you’re ready.”

      “Before I call her, I just want to tell you how grateful I am for all of you, for what you’ve done for my family, and for not giving up on me.”

      “You’re family, Atlas,” Leopold said.

      “Yes, family,” Kiera said.

      “Family,” Esty echoed.
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      Alabama was in the city center with four of her favorite people when her cell phone rang.  She looked at it and said, “Can I take it, Mom?  It’s Leopold.”

      Jade was feeding Rocco a street taco while Kathleen wore a sunhat, enjoying the day.  She looked at Alabama and nodded.

      “Hey, Leopold,” Alabama said.

      “Alabama?” the voice asked, scratchy.

      Her heart started with a jolt.  “Leopold, are you okay?  What’s wrong?”

      She heard a sob on the other side of the phone.  “Mom, I think something is wrong with Leopold.”

      “It’s me, baby,” the voice said.  “It’s Dad.”

      With those words, she almost couldn’t breathe.  And then, with a gasp, and a second punch to her heart, she suffered an unexpected bout of vertigo.

      “Daddy?” she whispered.

      “It’s me,” he said.

      She couldn’t stall her emotions any longer, she just started crying into the phone, and then she managed to say, “Are you coming home?”

      “Yes,” he said, choked up.

      Looking around the table, Alabama felt a palpable silence among the group and saw tears in everyone’s eyes, including Rocco.

      “I wasn’t…we weren’t…we didn’t know if you were alive,” she stammered.

      “I’m not a pretty sight,” he said, “but I’m alive, for what that’s worth.”

      She started crying and couldn’t stop.  She did, however, manage to say what she had always dreamed of saying should she ever see him again.  “I missed you so much, and I love you with all my heart.  Please, Daddy.  Please just come home.”

      “I love you so much, too,” he said, his voice full of emotion.  “I’m on my way.”

      Alabama handed the phone to her mom, then sat back and wiped her eyes until they were dry and she could breathe again.  She tried to eat her food but the emotions continued to crash through her.  Her father was alive, and he was finally coming home!

      She was so happy she could start crying again, but she told herself that she would withhold that excitement until she got home, where she could have the longest cry ever.

      Next to her, Kathleen smiled and took her hand.  Alabama had come to regard Kathleen as family, so when she took her hand, Alabama didn’t think twice.

      Kathleen gave her a light squeeze and loving eyes.  “I’m so happy for you, Alabama,” she said.  “You get to have your dad back.”

      “Leopold can finally relax now, too,” Alabama said.

      “Eat your food before the flies get to it,” Kathleen said, patting her hand.  “Emotions like these take a lot out of you.  Food helps if you can eat.”

      Alabama glanced down and saw a fly trying to land on her uneaten chicken.  She shooed it away, then took a bite.

      Glancing around the beautiful city she now called home, she thought about the changes in her life, and how things seemed so much brighter now that her dad was alive.

      When she looked up, she saw a good-looking woman walking down the sidewalk toward the café.  The girl noticed Alabama, which made her smile.  Alabama smiled back.  Then the girl’s attention shifted, and she smiled again.  Alabama followed the girl’s gaze to a good-looking man sitting at the table beside them.

      She hadn’t seen the man arrive.  She was distracted by her father’s call.  The gorgeous girl walked up to him and planted a big kiss on his lips.  She knew it was rude to stare, but there was something unusual about this man.  She looked away and wondered when she would have someone like that to kiss.

      Someday, she mused.

      She found herself looking at the couple again.  Why was she so drawn to them?  Because you’re ready to fall in love.

      He took off his sunglasses, perused the menu, and then he glanced up and caught her staring.  Embarrassed, she smiled like a foreigner and looked down.  But then she snuck a look, too curious to mind her manners.

      “Alabama, you okay?” Kathleen asked.

      She turned to the woman and said. “Yes, of course.  I’m fine.  I’m very good, actually.”

      That was when she felt him, like a presence that penetrated her soul.  She turned right into his penetrating gaze.  She felt an electrical charge sparking inside herself, and an unguarded smile broke over her face.

      She didn’t want to be like this, not with this guy’s girlfriend right there, but the blonde was watching her and she didn’t seem to mind.  And then he smiled and that dreamy feeling changed into something…awful.

      The left side of his smile was crooked, his mouth lifting to the left with the oddest tilt.  Alabama could not pull away from that scary, mesmerizing gaze fast enough.  It was as if she had been caught in the gravitational pull of it.

      She followed the upturned corner of his mouth, her gaze reaching eyes that were cruel and cunning, made of darkness and blocks of ice.

      And that’s when she saw the upside-down cross tattooed under his left eye.

      “Alabama?” Jade asked.

      Her eyes cleared, and she looked over at her mother.  “Yes, Mom?”

      “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah,” she said, forgetting about the scary, sexy man and his gorgeous girlfriend.  “I can hardly wait to see Dad!”
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        Join Atlas and the team on their next adventure in The Butcher of Caracas...

        PRE-ORDER HERE…
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      Emerging authors always get that writer’s high reading great reviews from readers like yourself, but there’s more to a review than an author’s personal gratification. As independent writers, we don’t always have the financial might of New York’s Big 5 publishing firms, and we’d never shell out a bazillion dollars to Barnes & Noble for that ultra-prime shelf space (yet!).

      

      What we do have, however, is far more valuable than shelf space or movie contracts or all the marketing money in the world: we have you, the devoted reader.

      

      If you enjoyed this book, I’d be immensely grateful if you could leave a quick and easy review when prompted by Amazon.  You can also visit The Devil In Cologne product page on Amazon.com (TAP OR CLICK HERE) 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.

      

      *If you happen to see any errors (typos, etc…), they sometimes show up uninvited and can get overlooked (sad face!), feel free to email me at contact@RyanSchow.com. Thank you!
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      Venezuela’s most dangerous city...

      

      …is about to see the new face of crime.

      

      This part of the world is not ready for what’s coming.

      

      A pair of teenagers are found dead with traces of cocaine, fentanyl, and adrenalized blood in their system. Two dead bodies become twenty, and twenty becomes two-hundred. Soon the plague of drug-related death spreads across all of South America.

      

      There is a monster operating in the shadows, praying on the weak, promising ecstasy but delivering death. This new drug dealer has deep pockets and tremendous reach, and he is sexy, dangerous new product is VK4.

      

      When competing drug dealers hijack a shipment of human cargo coming from China, a major component in VK4, the dealer goes after the competition in ways the city of Caracas has never seen. Young lives are at stake, not just the victims of VK4, but those whose blood gives life to the drug.

      

      When word of the violence reaches Leopold and the gang in Columbia, they take note. Then Leopold gets a call with an offer he can’t refuse. If he can put the gang back together for another run, it will be their most dangerous operation yet. But, after the mayhem in Cologne, and the resulting devastation within their ranks, the team may not be up for a ferocious new war...

      

      ....until Alabama brings a new friend to the compound—a fun, flirty blonde girl who speaks with a hint of German in her accent, and has a devilishly sweet boyfriend.

      

      
        
        CLICK HERE AN PRE-ORDER YOUR COPY!
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      R.B. Schow is a USA Today Bestselling Author who grew up reading anything from Robert Ludlum to Stephen King to Chuck Palahniuk. As a real life second-degree black belt and self-described adrenaline junky, he’s drawn to books, movies and TV featuring gritty, capable characters who are admirable but flawed, and eventually willing and able to go knuckle-to-knuckle with the most formidable of adversaries.

      

      That said, the best characters are always rich with personality but struggling under the weight of some internal strife. Sprinkle in some chaos and muddy the waters between right and wrong, and to 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, be sure to join Atlas Hargrove’s private Facebook fan page, called The Atlas Hargrove Fight Corner! Just TAP OR CLICK HERE to request entrance!
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