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What Readers Have Said …
Canadian Smoke
“A truly fascinating premise, and very modern. His characters seem very aligned with Generation Z and the fight against unadulterated greed. A strange culmination of self-awareness, intelligence and the human flaws make for a thought provoking, action packed story, that left me wanting more of these complex evolving characters!”
“This is the first book I have read from this author and he did a great job of getting me engaged from the start and the color and depth he gave as he built the characters and the plot kept me hooked from start to finish. I am no speed reader but this book flowed and I hardly put it down and made it through in no time. I highly recommend diving in!”
Viral
“Better than the first! I adore the series! Jack and Luke exhibit the typical animosity of Brothers. The dialogue is hysterical … this author is great at the psychological drivers of his characters. He seems to understand the plight of his female characters and the demons we all have to overcome. Just a really fresh modern humorous thriller and great character development!”
“Another great read! I just finished Viral and it did not disappoint! Hillman has another winner that I highly recommend reading!”
Day 1
Friday
 
 

Chapter 1
Things Come Up
Friday, March 19, 6:00 a.m. PT
Santa Monica, CA
Beth Colby - aka Draper’s Girl - shook herself violently from her sleep. She glanced down at her clenched fists, then gazed about her bedroom, grounding herself after what she realized was another nightmare. A quick look at the clock revealed she’d once again beat the alarm by a couple of minutes, her internal stopwatch as accurate as ever. Her hair was sweaty and her pillowcase sopping wet. 
Fucking dreams, she thought, as she tried to pull up her comforter, only to find she’d kicked it off the bed during the night. The dreams, or rather nightmares, were happening more frequently now and she was beginning to regret ever having stepped into a therapists office. 
“Things are going to come up,” her therapist said. “That’s what’s supposed to happen. You can’t deal with stuff that’s under the surface, you have to let it up.” 
In her therapists defense, the woman clearly had no clue what kind of patient she was dealing with. Beth Colby, called by most of her male counterparts as Draper’s Girl - within the sprawling corporate criminal enterprise known as the Organization - was more lethal than cancer, and a ‘kill list’ more expansive than a chain restaurant menu. Beth’s mind was true Pandora’s Box, and what was buried inside her psyche would scare the living shit out of most normal humans. Other than her childhood traumas - at least the ones she could remember - she left her professional backstory out of her sessions, not wanting to have to kill a perfectly nice lady that was only trying to help. A big step on the road to self-awareness for Beth. 
“Fuck you, sister,” she muttered in response to the memory of her therapist’s diatribe, stepping off the bed and sinking her toes into the small lambskin rug. A tiny island of fur, floating on a sea of hardwood flooring. 
It had been three months since she’d spoken with her boss and pseudo father, Draper, and she was starting to finally feel human. Not that she’d ever felt really human in recent memory. Her last assignment, Jack Glasser, left her at an emotional crossroads. He had ultimately seen through her on some level - saw her damage - and had loved her anyway. That wasn’t supposed to happen. But it had, and affected her in a way that caused her to pull away from Draper and the Organization to take ‘personal time.’ Something that was completely alien for an Organization operative and ‘fixer.’
Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She shook her head and ignored it. It was a burner phone, a number that only a few local businesses and her therapist had, but she knew the number on her caller ID. It was Draper. Draper, the head of a massive corporate criminal enterprise was the only one who could have found the number.
After falling off the grid for three months, she knew Draper was getting nervous. Her last real assignment was pretty straightforward. Surveil and get close to Jack Glasser, a smart, rich, twenty-something that made stock market trades in parallel with Organization member company market machinations. Manipulations that were supposed to be cleverly hidden. Fearing that Glasser had some algorithm or inside knowledge, Draper needed to know what Jack knew. That’s where she’d entered, stage left. Posing as his girlfriend for nearly a year, she ultimately had her operation blow up in her face due to a Dutch dickhead that decided to go ‘entrepreneur' and create a viral food blight for a member corporation. Jack Glasser had survived a hostage situation in a remote Canadian cannabis facility - which was a money laundering operation for the Organization - and managed to escape with the help of his brother Luke. When she finally had a chance to kill him, she couldn’t. She knew there was no algorithm other than what was contained in his head, and his method of research - blasting multiple information streams into his unconscious head - could never be fully explained. Worse, she was beginning to realize she had real feelings for Jack, and that was a problem.
________________
The dark complexioned man sat with his legs crossed, smoking a cigarette and rubbing the dark stubble on his head. His running attire clashed with the cigarette, but having logged hundreds of miles on his jogging shoes, an occasional cigarette was worth the guilty pleasure, especially since he’d been assigned to surveil Beth Colby, a temporary job for his contract employer. He looked down at his phone and ground the cigarette into the sidewalk with his shoe.
Draper was never one for ‘hellos,’ and since he didn’t actually know the man, today was no different. “She’s still not picking up,” Draper said referring to Beth. “She’s still there, right?”
The man wrinkled his forehead and flexed his forearms, watching the ropey veins fill with blood and dance beneath his skin. “GPS says she’s still here,” he said with an eastern European accent.
“This has gone on long enough. I need to talk to her,” Draper said, his anger bubbling up to the surface. “Get her back here.”
The man smiled and felt a slight tingle beneath the fabric of his running shorts. He’d been surveilling Draper’s Girl for a month and it was hard to deny she was truly a specimen. Athletic, trim, with long blonde hair, she was strikingly beautiful, but not in an obvious way. She stood five-nine and was supposedly the angel of death no one ever saw coming. She was an urban legend … both respected and feared by every man within the Organization. “Fools,” he thought. He’d seen her, but as a an outsourced contractor for the Organization, he seriously doubted she was that good … certainly not at his skill level. He’d done ‘wet-work’ all across Europe, leaving bodies in his wake with every job. He was good, that’s why the Organization brought him in to ‘consult,’ or more appropriately, be a new face that wouldn’t register with Beth.
“Understood,” the man said, disconnecting the call, getting up and walking toward the Santa Monica pier.
________________
Beth shook out her hair and made her bed. She took a look at her surroundings. Small, but nice. After the Greenleaf debacle and the chase to eradicate viral plants - ultimately having to kill her protege, Sarina Green - she’d opted for alone time. Her small rental cottage in back of a Santa Monica, craftsman style home was just what she needed. It wasn’t exactly spacious - just two rooms - a living area with a kitchenette and a bedroom with a small bathroom. But the layout suited her well and it was as innocuous as she was attempting to be. As just another blonde woman in Santa Monica, she didn’t stand out, which was saying a lot. Not standing out and being innocuous had taken years of practice and curation, but given all of that, in most other towns she still would have been hard to ignore. Living in the small Santa Monica cottage, she was as inconspicuous as a living, breathing ‘force of nature’ could be. But more importantly, her sabbatical was working. Nightmares aside, she felt like she was actually getting somewhere … that therapy was helping. The dreams sucked, but there was a ‘slow reveal’ that had begun to happen. She was beginning to remember things. Memories that had been pushed so far down that they hadn’t seen the light of day. Quite a bit was rattling around in her subconscious waiting to ‘come up.’ Toweling the sweat from her damp hair, she realized that things were indeed coming up.
It was March in Southern California and at 7:00 a.m. was still chilly. She tied her hair back, put on a pair of leggings and a light athletic vest. She did a double take in the mirror. Her attire and ‘look’ reminded her of Sarina Green, a dark haired beauty who had been her part time lover and the coworker she’d recently killed. She shook her head at the thought, grabbed her keys and mentally prepared to run to the Santa Monica pier.

Chapter 2
Back to Square One
Arlington, VA
It was a beautiful morning in Arlington Virginia. Jack Glasser felt the rock salt on the sidewalk crunch under his sneakers as he walked to his new office, for the first time not worrying about hitting a patch of ice. Early spring weather in the DC area was bi-polar at best, cold and gray only to burst unexpectedly into a frivolous purple-blue sky that microwaved clothing and inspired exposed flesh to cook up extra vitamin D. Having grown up in South Florida and recently calling Las Vegas home, the change of season fascinated him and on a day like today, he was beginning to understand why people would endure a nasty, cold, gray winter just to taste a true spring day.
Downtown Arlington is located just outside the DC beltway and home to benign structures … nondescript, tall brownish buildings that housed everything from corporate offices, government agencies, hotels and condominiums. Making his way past each building he understood why the clandestine group with whom he was now associated, chose the area for their primary operations center. With all of the private buildings that shared the same monolithic facades, the secret branch of the Department of Agriculture was effectively hidden in plain sight. 
He bounded up the stairs to one such building and put his arm next to a small black sensor on the door - located at bicep level - then punched in a code on the keypad. The act of entering numbers on the keypad was pure theater, since it didn’t do anything other than make chirping sounds and light up. The small sensor on the side of the door was what granted Jack entrance into the building, thanks to a small microchip implanted under his skin and slightly above the elbow of his right arm. He made it into the small vestibule where a large windowless door - made out of what looked like the hull of a battleship - stood guard, further denying entry. It was painted a light cream color to make it look slightly less imposing, which didn’t work. He stared into the retinal scanner located on the wall and heard the familiar click of the large door that granting him access into one of the most truly bizarre operations in the world.
Colonel Nathan Rhodes sat at his desk. Technically he was employed by the Department of Agriculture, but certainly not under his real name. Officially, he was dead, listed as ‘killed in action’ in Iraq. “Fuck, days like to today I wish I really was dead,” he thought, sifting through the stack of paperwork on his desk while listing to bluegrass music that reminded him of his Kentucky youth. He saw Jack Glasser walk by his office. “What the hell are you doing here?” he shouted over the music with a wry smile. “Thought you were taking a few days.”
Jack stood in Rhodes’ doorway and wadded his face. “That ‘music,’” Jack said with air-quotes, “Can make an aspirin nervous,” referring to the banjo solo that was one decibel away from making his ears bleed.
“Shit. You younger kids don’t know anything about real music,” Rhodes said, rubbing the gray stubble on his head, and slowly getting up to quiet the musical racket. “So, are you here to check on Ms. Green?” Rhodes asked.
Sarina Green was in a hospital room of sorts located within the immense, building … one that belonged to Rhodes’ clandestine branch of the Department of Agriculture. With the exception of the President of the United States and his handpicked Secretary of Agriculture, no one higher up the food chain actually knew the secret operation existed. An operation solely focused on ferreting out and eliminating a sprawling corporate criminal enterprise known only as the Organization.
“Yeah,” Jack said, nodding. “Any change?” He asked, referring to Sarina’s condition which was ‘comatose.’
Rhodes shook his head. “No, still no change,” he said. “How much longer you think this coma thing will last,” he asked, not only because Jack had the equivalent of an MD degree in his head but also because he and his brother Luke had been in a coma for a year as kids.
“No clue,” Jack replied. “The induced coma she was put in … so her body would heal … well, she’s been off those meds a month. Her body and mind must have other plans … must need more time to finish healing and processing,” he said, a bit unsure if that was actually the case. “Her brain scans are good, so that’s good news. Apparently she just needs more time.” 
“Well hell,” Rhodes said absently staring at the ceiling. “Don’t we all.”
 
Jack walked down the hall leading to the medical ward which was actually just two rooms outfitted with all of the gadgetry one would expect to find in a high end hospital suite. It was the same ward and same room that Luke had been placed in when he almost died from complications due to a Frankenstein virus … one concocted by an Organization member. Since the operation and department that Jack was a part of didn’t officially exist, having their own medical facilities made sense, in the event someone was injured ‘on the job.’ Having an operative spill their guts under sedation wouldn’t play well for AG if someone other than a priest heard it. Having a secure and discreet hospital of sorts had certainly helped in Luke’s case.
Jack walked through the large open area where two of his new coworkers poured over the now infamous ‘files,’ which were the only evidence that proved the Organization actually existed. Unfortunately the information contained in the files was sketchy at best, however, the story of how the files came into their possession was known to all within his secret section of AG. 
 
Fifteen years prior, while walking the outskirts of the Green Zone in Iraq, Colonel Nathan Rhodes and his then attache, Major Terrence Washington - the now current President of the United States - where almost hit by a rocket propelled grenade. Luckily they’d ducked in time to avoid being blasted to pieces, however, the house behind them was the recipient of a large smoking hole. Investigating the blast to make sure there were no casualties, Rhodes and Washington found the house empty with the exception of scattered and charred paperwork, but quickly realized that house was actually an operations center of sorts. It hadn’t taken them long to realize what they found were sets of parallel plans tied to military operations focused on corporate rebuilding efforts. It was obvious to them that they weren’t supposed to see any of it ... evidence that some unknown group was pulling some serious operational strings, directing shit to be blown up for no other reason than to secure large government rebuilding contracts worth billions. When the inhabitants of the house came back and found Rhodes sifting through paperwork, they shot him. Terry Washington cleaned up the mess. He killed the two men that had shot his commander, hid the documents and finished destroying the command center, burning the house to the ground where he received the signature burn marks on his hands. He placed Nathan Rhodes dog-tag on one of the dead men and found an Iraqi doctor to nurse his ‘supposedly dead’ commander back to life, then ultimately got him across the border and stateside complete with a new identity.
The documents Rhodes and President Washington had secured, where now hung on rolling easels, tagged and marked. No actual names were listed in the files with the exception of one guy named Magnus Johnson, a Dutch bastard that was tied to a Canadian Cannabis company, GreenLeaf Pharmaceutical. It made no sense to Rhodes at the time. But after he was unofficially back from the dead and tasked with the mission - from his trusted friend, President Terrance Washington - to find out what the Organization was and who was a part of it, Magnus Johnson was the only clue he’d had. Getting the ball rolling, he tapped his most recent recruit, Sarina Green, as the agent to attempt to infiltrate the secretive group.
To say the AG operation, as of now, was a cluster-fuck was an understatement. Magnus Johnson had found himself dead, courtesy of Beth Colby who in turn inexplicably put a bullet in Sarina Green before dropping off the map. The AG team did, however, manage to save an Organization member from the wrath of Beth, intervening and faking his death, but the Organization was so highly compartmentalized that his value was looking to be minimal at best. Their new Organization ‘guest,’ Glenn Halvers, had given them the names of a few other CEOs and Organization ‘board members.’ Though they were under surveillance by AG team members, nothing had come out of it to date, and Rhodes had serious doubts that Halvers was worth all of the effort. Add to it that their most effective field operative, Sarina Green, was shot up and working through a coma, Jack and the AG team was back to square one, scouring the old files for anything that might give them a new lead.
Jack stared at the assortment of files again, hoping by some miracle, something would leap off the page and jog something loose. That he might find some piece of information stored in his mind which was the equivalent of the Library of Congress. Nothing. He was at a standstill which wasn’t something he was accustomed to. But then again, he wasn’t accustomed to any of the shit that had happened to him since he was a teenager.
 

Chapter 3
Still Comatose
Arlington
Jack made his way toward the ward into Sarina Green’s room. He found her in the same condition as two days before. Comatose, but seemingly resting with no signs of pain or distress registering on her EEG … at the moment. Their relationship was complicated to say the least. As an undercover agent for AG assigned to Magnus and the Canadian weed farm, her credentials as a real Department of Agriculture employee made sense. Sarina had successfully pretended to be co-opted by Magnus and supposedly blackmailed into working for him … getting a sense of his money laundering operation and the criminal group he was working for. She gathered small bits and pieces of information at first, but Magnus - being a typical misogynistic douche - couldn’t help but brag to a young, attractive woman. In addition to his unwanted sexual advances, he opened up a bit. Magnus thought Sarina was a bent, money motivated, government worker who was disgruntled. He also thought she might come in handy as he attempted to pull off a coup, circumventing Draper to take the helm of the Organization. But, Magnus wasn’t as smart as he thought … the reason why he was now dead, and why Sarina was in an unknown location recovering from a bullet wound to the chest.
Jack sat down beside her and gently placed wireless earbuds into her ears and started a soundtrack of soothing classical music. Looking at the EEG, he saw that the music had a calming effect and that the various spikes on the screen - most likely traumatic memories playing in her head - calmed down. He couldn’t help but tingle when he saw her. Though she was an actor playing a part in an elaborate play when they first met, he was initially smitten by her. She was smart, funny and drop dead gorgeous with black hair that contrasted with her light complexion and a pair of searing blue eyes. That initial attraction was immediately erased when he found out she was working for the Organization. Though he found out later that she was really one of the ‘good guys,’ it was still unsettling to him, trying to understand if what he thought was real attraction was just Sarina’s first rate acting skills. The fact that she was in a coma, and he couldn’t actually determine if there was a genuine connection, bothered him. He shook his head involuntarily in an attempt to shake the thought from his mind.
Jack rubbed her hands and looked at the earbuds. Truth be told, he had no clue what was going on in her head, and was at odds with himself for even pumping music into her skull anyway. When he was in a coma, he woke up not remembering anything other than the lead up to the lightning strike that almost claimed the life of his brother Luke, his dog Bosco, and him. There was a dramatic difference, however. Unlike Sarina, Jack and Luke were subjected to a Neural Acceleration Protocol while they were comatose, courtesy of their now employee Quan who had been Jack and Luke’s middle school teaching assistant. 
Quan was on the spectrum, and at the time was broke and working on his PhD. The Glasser Brothers were the perfect guinea pigs to determine whether or not comatose patients could ‘learn.’ To that end, Quan had taken a janitorial role at their hospital and snuck in every night to blast an intermingled stream of information into their eyes via goggles, and ears via headphones. Quan surmised that comatose brain could possibly ingest more information … more effectively, since the ‘default mode network’ or ego, wasn’t running the show. On some level, he was right. It had worked and Jack and Luke woke up with more knowledge than they new what to do with … with more knowledge than anyone knew what to do with. They graduated Highschool without having to go -because their teachers and school had nothing to teach them - and banked honorary college degrees as well, then formed Glasser Consulting at a young age. After Quan accidentally spilled the beans and told them about his experiment, they were pissed. Missing out on high school and the college experience didn’t sit well with them … neither did Quan’s unsanctioned experiment. They threatened to sue the shit out of him to keep his mouth shut and ultimately used him as a front man - an indentured servant of sorts - to get their consulting business off the ground. It worked and they secured millions in contracts using their immense library of knowledge and mental computing power to solve problems and find solutions that no one else could. Armed with their newfound ‘gifts,’ Jack used his unique data set and processing power to make enormous sums in the stock market, and Luke’s used his emotional analytics and mental horsepower to make almost equal sums gambling. They were wealthy, firmly in the one-hundred-million dollar club.
Money and smarts aside, there was a big unknown with Quan’s experiment. Other studies had been done with coma patients with dramatically different results. Because of that, Jack and Luke were more convinced - now more than ever - that the facilitating event that allowed the information to stick, was the lightning strike, instead of Quan’s informational assault. The brothers ultimately surmised that the lightning strike broke down neural barriers … possibly endowing them with more neuroplasticity. No one really knew, but considering Jack and Luke were as high up on the ‘smart’ food chain as two humans could be, they were sticking to their theory.
Jack lingered at Sarina’s side for for thirty minutes, then took the earbuds out and walked back to the main area after hearing Quan’s voice. 
“You touched my stuff,” Quan said nervously, staring at his feet then at ‘Horny.’ 
The guy named Horny wasn’t named for his libido. The moniker came about because of his horn-rimmed glasses and the fact that Jack’s brother Luke could never remember his name. Luke originally call him “Horn-rimmed,” which he ultimately shortened to “Horny” and ended up sticking. Having a nickname attached to his sexuality seemed to annoy Horny enough that Luke enjoyed tormenting the guy … something that Luke did often, through impish grins. Horny hadn’t actually be laid in recent memory and it seemed to describe his innermost thoughts, though he still didn’t like the name.
“I did not,” Horny shot back. “I didn’t touch a thing!”
Quan looked up to see Jack walk in and by the look on his face, was relieved to have someone intervene on his behalf. He pulled Jack into the drama. “My pen was over here,” he said pointing to the upper right quadrant of his desk, “But I found it here,” he said pointing to a spot approximately an inch below.
Jack shook his head. “Quan, seriously? Someone could have bumped into the side of the desk. I think that’s more likely than Horny purposely fucking with you.”
Quan started to speak then stopped, pondering the notion. He finally came around. “Ok, that’s a possibility I guess. But I still can’t rule out him …” he said pointing to Horny, “F-ing with me,” unable to find the wherewithal to curse, having been raised by the equivalent of urban missionaries.
Horny shook his head in exasperation and turned to Jack. “How is she?” He asked referring to Sarina.
Jack gave him the same answer he’d given to Rhodes and twisted his neck in an effort to crack it, after finishing with his knuckles. He turned to the boards filled with paper. “So, any progress? Anything?” He asked Quan and Horny.
“We still haven’t come up with anything,” Horny said, pointing to the nordic rune-like symbols interspersed within the documents … nearly all of them. “If it’s a code, I can’t crack it,” he said.
Jack nodded. He hadn’t been able to make any sense of it at all either, even though he was the one who originally realized that they were actual symbols … not just creative ways to redact certain elements of the documents. Even knowing ancient symbology, he was at a loss and couldn’t find a connection or key to unlock the secrets of the mystery marks. “Yeah,” he finally said, “Damn strange.”
Jack found the door that led to the roof and walked out into the sun again. He picked up his gravity bong that he’d left under the eave of the door overhang and blew out the ashen weed he’d smoked previously. It was 10:00 a.m. but with Jack time of day never really mattered when it came to his came to his cannabis consumption. He’d actually cut down quite a bit since he’d stopped Accelerating over the last few months, but when he was at a dead end and had no real path forward, his anxiety would kick in and weed was the only thing that helped.
He packed the bowl with Girl Scout Cookie, his favorite strain of late, and pulled out his lighter, lighting the contents while simultaneously pulling the inner glass container from the water in which it rested, inhaling the smoke into his lungs. Though he smoked enough weed to stock a dispensary, he was used to it and had built an impressive tolerance over the years. The epic bong rip he’d just taken would have induced ‘couch lock’ in a normal user, but simply took the edge off him.
Quan stepped outside to join him, not in the smoking part, but to give him a patented look of disapproval to which Jack responded “Fuck you,” through a cough. “Have you spoken with Amin?” Jack asked, after his coughing fit subsided.
“No. He’s still in Atlanta helping his Dad,” Quan replied.
Amin was Jack and Luke’s other employee. Smart as they came, but without the formal credentials that one would suspect. Amin referred to himself as ‘AG’s token black dude … a grain of pepper in a sea of salt.’ He called himself a reformed gang member, but truth be told, though he had been in a gang during his youth, he’d used his computer skills to research targets and hack alarms making sure that no civilians got hurt during any of his fellow members exploits. His father was a prominent preacher in Atlanta and quashed Amin’s gang affiliation decisively when he realized what his son was involved in. He also knew that most of the kids who Amin ran with weren’t bad kids … just kids that the system overlooked and were doing their best to make ends meet. Amin was quickly set on the ‘straight and narrow,’ eventually getting his BS in Computer Science at a local community college.
Jack smiled when he thought of Amin. They had more than an employee or employer relationship. Amin was a true friend. It was Amin that had eventually found the key to unlocking the code that identified what Luke had been infected with and ultimately saved his life. The bond between Amin and the Glasser brothers was forever set in stone.
“What’s he doing there?” Jack asked, not realizing Amin had left.
“Like I said, helping his father,” Quan replied. “His Mom’s not feeling well and his Dad needed some help around the house. We’re a bit stuck, so he decided to take a week. He told Rhodes, I thought you knew.”
Jack shook his head. “No, but I get it. We are a bit stuck and I’m trying to get Rhodes off my ass. He’s been out of it ever since Sarina got shot and lost his most effective intelligence source.”
Quan just stared off and wrinkled his face, something he was prone to do. A nervous tick. “I can’t believe we haven’t been able to find that guy Draper,” Quan said coming out of his thoughts. He was referring to the man that Jack had drawn a picture of based on the description provided their kidnapped Organization member - Glen Halvers, ex CEO of Agrifuse and recently ‘pretend dead’ prisoner - locked up in the building for his own protection. 
Like most of the members of the AG team, Draper - who AG assumed was the leader of the Organization - was ex military himself and officially listed as dead too. A sea of friggin’ dead people, Jack thought to himself. “Are you still running image searches?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, but other than finding him in the military database, we haven’t been able to find anything. The man is off the grid …” Quan said. 
“Or may he had plastic surgery or left the country,” Jack interrupted.
Quan scratched his head. “Maybe,” he said, then abruptly pivoted. “Have you talked to Luke?” He asked.
Jack shook his head. His brother Luke was in the Bahamas recovering from his own near death experience. Jack knew he was with Chas - named Chastity or Nastity depending on the day - another AG operative with whom Luke was currently smitten with. “No, I haven’t spoken with him this week. Figured I’d give him a break until we really need him and he’s completely recovered,” Jack said.
“He’s probably just partying and gambling,” Quan said disapprovingly, though Jack thought he was most likely correct.
“Maybe,” Jack said, as he realized he probably needed to check in with his brother.

Chapter 4
Punish the Pavement
Paradise Island, Bahamas
At 11:00 a.m. Bahamas time, Luke Glasser was still in bed. A lone section of sheet hung off his foot, exposing his and Chastity’s naked forms intertwined in the middle of the large king-sized bed. The sun was streaming in at just the right angle through the blinds to wake him up and start to melt his left retina. He looked at the beautiful form of his companion beside him. For once, for some inexplicable reason, he was truly happy. Happy that he wasn’t dead - courtesy of a shit eating scientist and a rogue virus - but more happy to be with a woman that was every bit as fucked up and cool as as he was. The sun was killing him and he had to pee. He carefully attempted to move the pillow between them, without looking, he moved his hand slowly between them to remove it. It didn’t feel like an average pillow.
Chastity bolted upright in a flash, delivering a short uppercut to Luke’s chin, snapping his head back and setting off a light show filled with bright purple dots dancing in his head. “What the fuck?” She shouted, sitting up straight in bed, Luke’s hand still squeezing her breast, even tighter than before.
Luke quickly pulled his hand away, rubbed his jaw and opened his eyes, trying to see through the sea of dots that filled his vision. “Goddamn, what the fuck’d you do that for?”
“Grabbing my tits while I’m sleeping? What the hell is wrong with you?” She glared back.
Luke shook his head to dust out the cobwebs. “Damn baby, I didn’t know that was your boob … I thought it was a pillow. I just had to take a leak. Jesus,” he said, still rubbing his jaw.
Chastity rubbed her eyes and looked at the surroundings, vaguely remembering that after Olympic style sex, they had in fact gone to bed with a pillow between them. She looked down at her still clenched fist and felt somewhat embarrassed at having sucker punched her lover. “Shit … sorry,” she said realizing that Luke wasn’t actually perving her up while unconscious. 
“Where the hell did that come from, anyway?” Luke asked, checking his teeth to see if any were chipped.
Chastity did a quick replay in her head of her sexual traumas, some inflicted upon her, others inflicted on herself as an undercover CIA operative in a human trafficking operation. “I don’t like to be touched sexually while sleeping,” she said, matter of factly.
“Sexually? I thought your tit was the pillow. It ain’t like they’re exactly small,” he said looking at her ample breasts. 
Chas glared at him, then softened.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Luke continued, pausing to wrinkle his forehead as if suddenly realizing the implications of gravity … that she assumed he was some sort of pervert. He immediately tried to defend himself, “Shit, you know I’m not about that,” he said indignantly. “When have I ever …”
She interrupted him, leaning over and putting her tongue in his mouth, delivering a slow, deep, sensual kiss, then raised up and rubbed his chin. “Sorry I hurt my big boy,” she said in a soothing, low tone. “Let me see if I can make it better,” she said, as she kissed him again and moved her hand down his thigh.
________________
 
Santa Monica
Beth’s ponytail danced on her head, rhythmically bouncing off each shoulder like a pendulum as she ran. She could run for a solid half day - at pace - without stopping. She knew that because she’d done it before, several times during her training with ex military instructors on her path to being a truly lethal human. Though most ‘employees’ and leaders in the Organization thought she was a psychopath, some tried to be kind or were just scared enough of her to refer to her as a sociopath, thinking somehow it was less derisive. She was neither. She certainly knew the terms, but did possess a semblance of self-awareness. Practiced disassociation as a means of self protection was the term she’d coined in her head. She could disassociate from her traumas - and who she was at her core - to inflict truly heinous punishment on those who deserved it, merely kill those who Draper instructed her to, and be an award winning actress in a long term con, like she had been with Jack Glasser. “Doesn’t make me a bad person,” she’d once said to a colleague during a dust-up. Shit, maybe it does, she thought as she made her way past a row of nineteen fifties styled bungalows.
The sun was coming out, there was zero humidity and the temperature was in the low fifties, perfect running weather. She practiced a bit of mindfulness as she focused on her steps and breathing, while taking in everything she saw, passing no judgment but just noticing what ‘was.’ It was a healthy attempt at rehabilitating her mind after the emotional upheaval caused by Jack, and definitely the only thing she could do to keep her mind off Draper. “Breathe in … Breathe out,” she said to herself, mind trying to wander. “Fuck it,” she eventually whispered to herself, her thoughts becoming so sticky that she couldn’t help think about Draper and her self imposed sabbatical.
Draper was a complicated figure in her life, to put it mildly. As a Croatian child living in Albania during the Bosnian war, the Serbs inflicted a heavy toll on her and her family during the Podujevo massacre, thinking they were Albanian instead of Croats. Not that it would have mattered, the Serbs really didn’t care and were ruthless when it came to Croats too. She survived the massacre and eventually found herself in a refugee camp run in part by a US Marine Major, now known as Draper, who was attached to the unit. He took pity on the girl, but it was more than just pity. He saw something in her that reminded him of his wife, a woman whom he loved dearly and who was unable to have children. At the end of his tour, he and his new adopted daughter named Beth were welcomed home by his wife … the only short period of true happiness that Beth could actually remember.
The path that lead her from that ‘happy time’ to Santa Monica was littered with emotional debris … her’s and Draper’s. When Draper’s wife died of cancer only two years after he was state-side, he descended into a depressive funk. Add to it that he’d been a fighting Marine, a special forces Major that had been sidelined and ‘rode a desk’ as a senior supply officer on his last tour, only served to make things worse. As a supply officer in Bosnia, he was sickened by seeing American soldiers die doing the heavy lifting only to have their European military counterparts enjoy the benefit of their blood and sweat. After the Maastricht Treaty in nineteen-ninety-two, he was convinced that all that America had worked for and American hegemony would be lost as EU companies raced to rebuild the former war torn Yugoslavia. As an upper level supply officer, he’d made friends at high levels and across governments and corporate lines, understanding how to get things done to provide needed materials to the troops. He used those same connections - finding like-minded people like himself - to form the cornerstone of what the Organization was built upon.
He knows I want to be left alone, she thought, her mind going back to the phone call. There were only a few people that had the number … the yoga studio, landlord, and a few take-out restaurants. Draper wasn’t one of them. But Draper was good … she knew that better than anyone, and knew he was a complete control freak as well. Having her on the sidelines and supposedly off the grid was sure to piss him off, but then again she had a lot to pissed about too. Over the past several years she’d seen Draper go from hard-nosed man with a ‘just and righteous’ mission to an opportunist that descended into the same shitty swamp that he once hated. Sure, she understood that he had to morph into a businessman of sorts - in a criminal business for sure - but now he was something of a Prima Dona, taking on the same shitty attributes as the corporate CEOs who served as Organization board members.
“Fucking board members,” she whispered as she rounded a path that ran near the pilings of the Santa Monica pier. She saw a familiar jogger running up ahead. She’d seen him before, athletic and well built, approximately six feet tall. Her radar wasn’t pinging since he’d never tried to speak to her or given her the obligatory ‘undress her’ stare that most other men did. He was fairly oblivious to the world and ran awkwardly, using his feet to punish the pavement instead of making any effort to glide across it as she did. Her thoughts turned back to Draper as she passed him on the right, never seeing his arm shoot out like a piston, delivering a blow that knocked her off her feet and under the pilings of the pier.

Chapter 5
This Can’t be Happening
Bahamas
An hour after being ridden like a rented mule by Chas, Luke staggered out of bed and attempted to make a cup of the strongest coffee he could. His current accommodations in the Bahamas - including the huge Bermuda style house - were courtesy of a British expat who had tried to screw him over in a poker game. He’d upped the ante and miraculously pulled a full house out of his diaper and now had the run of man’s house for eighteen months as part of his winnings.
“Shit,” he muttered, staring at the floating coffee grounds in the French press. “Too cultured to have a Keurig?” He said, referring to the homeowner’s disdain for the pedestrian pleasures of the less fortunate. He stood, mentally willing the brown liquid to turn darker, turning the kettle off in the process before he burned down the house. “Screw it,” he said, pushing down the plunger prematurely. “Where’s Quan when you need him,” he muttered to himself, referring to his employee, who with all of his ‘on the spectrum’ oddities, made the meanest cup of coffee outside of Seattle.
His dog Bosco looked up at him. They were connected … really connected, and there was no mistaking what Bosco wanted. Luke opened the kitchen door and let Bosco out for his morning constitutional, which included stomping through the flower beds and leaving a steaming pile on the edge of the golf course that flanked the house. Occasionally Luke would send a picture of the beaten down flowers to the asshole homeowner, just for fun. Luke’s sense of humor wasn’t always fully appreciated by others.
He’d just finished dumping sugar and cream into his coffee when Jack telepathically barged into his head. “Whattaya doin’?” Jack asked, his inflection immediately informing Luke that his brother had hoped to interrupt his sexual activities.
“I fucking hate when you do that,” Luke said, almost spilling his coffee, referring to his and Jack’s telepathic connection.
Telepathy for Jack and Luke was one of the ‘gifts’ that Quan had euphemistically coined the relatively new phenomenon. No one else but Quan, Amin and their guru Shiv knew about it. Luke and Jack had a tendency to blame Quan for it, half heartedly attributing their truly weird new method of communication to Quan’s Neural Acceleration experiment. But just having their heads pressure washed with information didn’t seem to explain it. He and Jack both new that the lightning strike that they and Bosco had suffered was probably was the real reason. It certainly made sense after discovering that Bosco was initially the amplifier, kindling, lighter fluid … whatever one could call it, for their connection. They’d been truly fed up with their gift and unable to control it until recently, when they’d met with their family friend Shiv, a guru to some, and a greasy, weed-smoking, fun loving, pseudo uncle to them. Shiv helped them figure out how to keep each other’s thoughts out, and showed them how to harness their ability … for the most part. They’d certainly needed the coaching session … their telepathic gift was the only thing that saved them from dying in the middle-of-nowhere-Canada in a weed facility.
Luke snapped out of his momentary surprise. “Whattaya want big brother? Jealous that I’m getting laid?”
“A little,” Jack replied honestly. “Actually, this was a virtual doctors visit. Wanted to see how your recovery is coming,” Jack referencing Luke’s near-death virus battle.
“I think my lady friend would say I’m almost completely healed,” Luke said referring to Chas.
“How is Nastity these days?” Jack asked sarcastically.
“Better than your ex girlfriend,” Luke shot back, referring to Beth. He cringed when he said it, knowing it was a pain point for his brother. He quickly pivoted, “How’s Sarina,” he asked, turning serious. “Is she ok? Is that why you bumped in on me?”
“No, no … she’s fine,” Jack said, then rephrased, “I mean she’s still in a coma without the meds, so hell, I don’t really know. Her vitals are good and I can see that she responds well to the music that I play in her earbuds,” Jack said.
Luke’s mind went immediately to their year-long Acceleration episode. “Don’t take it any farther than that man. Stick with the music only and don’t get adventurous. We don’t need another fucked up human like us stalking the planet,” He said.
“Believe me, I know that. I’m glad you’re good … was just checking in. Just a little bored,” Jack replied.
“You can always come here … come on, it’ll be fun. Just like old times,” Luke shot back.
Luke was a gambler, and his idea of fun was the equivalent of an exclusive frat party - with way too many pretty people - too much booze, stuffed inside a casino like meat in a sausage casing, lasting for days. Jack quickly begged off, “I’m good,” he said.
“Quan and Amin OK?” Luke asked.
“Yeah. Quan’s here still trying to work, and Amin took off to help his parents. Not a lot of stuff to be done here really. Feels like we’re beating our heads against the wall.” Jack replied.
“Well, beating off is something that you all do well …” Luke suddenly stopped the banter as Chas walked into the kitchen with nothing on except a tiny red thong. “Um, I gotta go,” Luke said with a laugh, and broke the connection.
________________
Santa Monica
Beth was dazed, laying on the sandy gravel next to a piling, soft morning light flickering through the wood planks of the Santa Monica pier above her. The creosote laden structure amplified the sound of the waves one hundred yards away and the tar and saltwater smell overwhelmed her senses. She looked up slightly to see the jogger walking toward her. She did a quick mental inventory. “Concussed? Maybe. Broken bones? No. Prepared to fight? Not yet.” The man stood above her. Bald head, powerful forearms, thick triceps & bulging quads. “Looks military,” she thought to herself, still not trusting her senses.
He grinned and stared at Beth who was clearly on the verge of unconsciousness, evaluating her as if she was a sub-human specimen. His lifeless eyes didn’t blink as he remembered the warnings of others. “She’s crazy, and skilled,” he’d heard. But she didn’t look crazy, and she certainly didn’t look skilled as she lay on the ground trying to make sense of what was happening to her. He felt his groin stir, looking at the beautiful, helpless woman … a large red mark on her orbital socket where he’d delivered his crushing blow. Other than the fact that she was still conscious, he didn’t think much of her, considering how ruthless she was rumored to be. His cock was fully erect as he walked behind her, grabbed her ponytail and dragged her behind a wooden wall, hidden from view.
“Fuck. Really?” She thought. “This can’t be happening.” She took at deep breath and let her body go limp, as she felt herself being pulled by her hair, then steeled her resolve. “This won’t be happening, motherfucker.”
She felt him push his large hand under her shirt and press his hard cock against her leg as he crouched on top of her. He whispered in her ear, the stench of stale tobacco assaulting her nose. “Draper had a message for you. He needs you back.” She heard him lick his lips and then go on, “But right now, Matija has a message for you too,” he said, grabbing the waistband of her running shorts, in an attempt to pull them down.
Unfortunately - or fortunately - this wasn’t the first time Beth had been in this situation. For beautiful women, unwanted sexual advances - and worse - sexual assault is tragically commonplace and seldom reported. At this stage of assault, many women would black out, knowing what was coming, willing it to be over … their minds trying to find some dark recess to hide in until the inevitable was over. Beth wasn’t like most women … or men for that matter. She represented a position on the food chain like none other. A predator that had no equal.
“Breathe,” she said to herself. In a situation such as hers, she knew the best strategy was to let her attacker believe she was truly incapacitated. Not really a hard acting job since on some level she was. She also knew that the sting of his sucker punch wouldn’t last long, and after the initial shock to the system, her muscle memory would kick in. He’d almost pulled her shorts down to her pubic region when Beth Colby … Draper’s Girl, a true force of nature unleashed years of training and pent up anguish and rage.
He was bigger than she was, which was both an advantage and disadvantage. Ego and size gave him a false sense of security, but that inflated advantage popped as loudly as his eardrums when she used her outstretched palms to deliver lightning quick blows to each side of his head, perfectly timed, cupping her hands to create a vacuum that burst his eardrums. She quickly grabbed his muscular head, and pulled it toward her while jerking her head upward, delivering a vicious head-butt to the bridge of his nose. Blood exploded from his face as he cried out in pain.
She new he’d be stunned, but only temporarily. Instead of pushing him off of her, she raised her legs up , ensnaring his head and his left arm between her thighs, crossing and locking her ankles together like a vise … a perfect ‘triangle lock.’ She simultaneously grabbed his heavily muscled right arm and pulled the prone appendage toward her. In a flash, she shot her hips upward pulling his arm against her chest. Arms aren’t designed to be bent backwards, and his was no exception. She heard the familiar snap of tendons as his elbow popped, bent back at an unnatural angle. 
She didn’t have to push him off. As soon as she released the leg lock, he fell over writhing in pain. She looked to her left and saw exactly what she was looking for … a piece of lumber - an unused piling - roughly the dimensions of a railroad tie. She swiftly stood up, grabbed his leg and threw his calf over the wooden beam, suddenly letting all her body weight fall on his elevated leg. The crack of his broken femur and snapping ligaments echoed throughout the bowels of the old wooden structure.

Chapter 6
Namaste
Arlington
Jack placed his bong back where he found it and walked through the large ‘file room’ avoiding contact with Quan and Horny who were still going at it. They were bored, stuck and irritable … the best recipe for a shitty work environment. Luke’s offer to come visit him in the Bahamas pinged in his head. Not the hanging out with Luke and Chas in the Bahamas part, but the still growing idea that maybe he should get out of DC and relax a bit. Since almost dying in a weed facility - learning about the Organization and being sequestered initially in Florida and now DC - he was homesick for his digs in Las Vegas. He needed a break.
He walked into Colonel Rhodes office and sat down in the chair across from his desk. “I need to get the hell out of here … get out of town,” he said over the still blaring bluegrass music.
This time Rhodes needed no prompting to turn down the music, then sat back down heavily. “Whattaya talkin’ about son?” He asked, squinting his eyes like he was trying to decide whether to shoot Jack or give him a lollipop.
“We’re at a standstill. I need some time. I need to get my mind off of this and let some of the answers find their way to me. Sheer force of will isn’t getting us anywhere.” Jack replied.
Rhodes rolled his eyes at the new-age gibberish. He was a Marine … ex Marine technically, but the Marine Corps was stitched into the fabric of his very being. ‘Sheer force of will’ was really the only tool in his toolkit, and to him it sounded like Jack was giving up. “Seriously? Time to take a vacation? Find your fucking self?” He asked through an insincere laugh. “Hmm, maybe the Organization is taking off for spring break too. Maybe they’re ‘letting the answers find their way to them’ too,” he said with disdain.
Jack just stared back at him without blinking. An effective trait he’d recently picked up from his brother, knowing that the first person who spoke would lose. After a few uncomfortable moments Rhodes relented, throwing up his arms. “Whatever. Whattaya got in mind? A cruise? Little walk down the Appalachian trail?” Rhodes asked sarcastically.
Jack paid no attention to the theatrics. He was used to Luke after all. “I want to get back to my house in Las Vegas for a little while,” he said.
Rhodes shook his head violently. “Nope. That ain’t happening. There’s still a very bad past love interest of yours that would very much like to see you dead,” he said referring to Jack’s old girlfriend, Beth Colby. “That’s a genuinely shitty idea.”
“My gut is that if she wanted me dead, then I’d be dead. She told me that it wouldn’t be her,” Jack said, referring to the last odd call he’d received from Beth saying exactly that, and sounding all the more human as she said it. “You know that,” Jack said, “I told you.”
Rhodes raised his eyebrows. “Sorry for having to actually admit this out loud, but I find that I’m having ‘trust-issues’ when it comes to Miss Colby. She also said it wouldn’t be her, which didn’t mean it wouldn’t be some other shit-heel. Fuck, son. She put a bullet in Ms. Green in there,” he pointed down the hall toward the ward, “And having you out in the wilderness on some ‘stay-cation’ - where it all fucking happened, I might add - seems ridiculously stupid.”
“Technically, Las Vegas isn’t the wilderness,” Jack said cooly. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m doing it. I need some time … a week, tops. But I need time. I haven’t been home in six months and I’m burned out. I want to sleep in my own bed.”
“A lot of good that’ll do you when you wake up dead,” Rhodes shot back, staring at Jack, but Jack didn’t flinch. 
They were at a stand-off. Technically, Rhodes couldn’t force him to do anything. Jack had only stayed semi-hidden in DC because supposedly he was the one the Organization wanted. But a lot had changed. After Beth’s call, he assumed the Organization had bigger fish to fry than him, especially since he hadn’t Accelerated and made a stock trade in six months. There was no way he’d stumbled on to anything lately, and it wasn’t like he and his group at AG were actually putting any pressure on the Organization. He had been as incognito as he could be.
“That’s the last place they’d look for me … and I’m not even going to agree that they’re still looking for me right now. Definitely not at my house where too much has gone down,” Jack said, sounding convinced.
“Technically you’re a grown up, but this all sounds pretty damn childish to me. Do what you gotta do and go in peace,” Rhodes said, putting his hands together prayer like, rolling his eyes and saying, “Namaste,” sarcastically.
Jack got up, walked down the hall to his make-shift office and barged in again on his brother. “I’m taking your advice,” he said.
Jack heard Luke mentally say, “Fuck …” then shake off the surprise intrusion. “What’s that? I give you a lot of advice that you don’t take. Narrow it down a bit would you?” Luke said, Moving Chas’ arm from his chest and sitting upright in bed.
“The 'taking a break’ advice. I’m going back to the house for a week,” Jack said.
“I don’t think I told you to do that,” Luke said, surprised. 
“Dude, I really need to sleep in my own bed, drink my own coffee and be in my own space.” 
Luke didn’t really give a shit about the reasons for Jack taking some time or even going back to their house. He’d mentally heard Jack’s rationale as soon as he said it. Instead he was thinking about the tepid cup of coffee that he hadn’t drunk, thanks to Chas. “Yeah, sounds like a plan,” Luke said half heartedly.
“Just wanted to make sure you knew what I was up to,” Jack said.
“Cool,” Luke said as Chastity grabbed his shoulder, pulling him back into bed, assuming he was just sitting up, staring off into space daydreaming. “This girl is gonna kill me,” he thought as he cut the connection with Jack.
________________
Santa Monica
Beth stood up looking at her handiwork. “Fuck you motherfucker,” she said, putting her foot on his face, then pushing it aside. He would have most likely had a reply, but his body had shut down from the physical trauma. Passed out, at least for the moment. She took the time to go through his pockets, finding nothing but a burner phone, much like hers. She pulled his mangled leg off the stray wooden piling, and pulled him up by his shirtsleeves, semi seated against the wall that shielded them from view. As she did, she looked down at his exposed bicep, a scorpion tattoo plainly visible. Her eyes fluttered and she turned her head and threw up, sinking to her knees unable to catch her breath.

Chapter 7
Mother of God
Santa Monica
Beth sat on the gravel laden beach under the pier, attempting to breathe and not pass out. Her vision was blurry, competing with the vivid images that flashed in her mind. A grotesque replay of her childhood - and the singular event that changed her life was all - she could see as she once again bore witness to her mother’s day-long rape and torture at the hands of Serbian soldiers in Podujevo while she and her father were forced to watch. They did unspeakable acts to her mother, barbaric laughter filling the room while her father yelled out, sobbing and crying for God to take them all. God wasn’t listening and the sounds of her father’s hoarse screams now echoed in her head. She remembered closing her eyes - trying to escape the the tragic screenplay, then shuddered in horror as she saw one of the men who had just fucked the life out of her mother, grab her and throw her on the bed. The same bed that her lifeless mother still occupied. She remembered laying beside her mother, crying while staring into her lifeless eyes, while the soldiers lined up and gathered around, awaiting their turn. She threw up again, when lens of her cinematic horror focused on the brightly colored ink that marked each of her tormentors … the scorpion tattoo of the Serbian Scorpion brigade. 
She gasped. Then inhaled as if she were a drowning woman, finally breaking the surface of the water for air, as the images suddenly halted. The shame and helplessness that had momentarily overwhelmed her vanished, replaced with sheer rage. Her attacker was regaining consciousness. Witnessing her transformation, his eyes grew wide, as he attempted to push himself away with his one good leg.
Beth stood up and walked toward the writhing man. He was in excruciating pain, but his focus was now on her. He might have even attempted to beg for mercy, if he’d had the chance. She looked at his still erect cock with curiosity before deftly grabbing it with her hands and twisting it sharply, satisfied when she heard a slight snap. The man looked at his member in horror, half of it bent at a ninety degree angle, his body trying to deflate it, but unable as blood pooled in his rapidly darkening cock.
“You said Draper sent you?” she asked coldly.
He shook his head, confused by what was happening to him, then nodded ‘yes.’
“Who are you?” She asked.
“Just a contractor … hired help …” he finally managed to say through the pain and thick Serbian accent, “To keep tabs on you, and bring you back.”
“Was raping me part of your job?” Beth asked, suddenly dropping into the persona of a college co-ed.
The man was startled. She is crazy, he thought. No … I’m sorry,” he said sobbing, a shell of a man who had never been so physically broken in his life.
Beth’s voice suddenly turned cold. “You proud of that?” She asked, pointing to his tattoo. 
He stared back at her confused, then shook his head.
“I’m not a big fan of it either,” she said, walking over to his broken side and leaning down. “I have a message that you need to give Draper,” she said whispering in his ear. The man visibly relaxed. "She’s not going to kill me,” he thought … incorrectly, as she grabbed his neck and twisted it with violent precision. She felt the vertebra snap and his brainstem separate, then tossed his body aside. Beth took a deep breath, examined her work and rubbed her cheekbone where the man had hit her. She picked up the man’s burner phone from the ground, opened it up and snapped a picture of the dead man, his tattoo clearly visible. She scrolled through the man’s caller ID and found the number she had called so many times before. Opening up the text app, she attached the dead man’s picture and typed only two words … ‘Fuck yourself,’ then sent it to Draper.
 
Draper heard the familiar ding of an incoming text message. He’d just finished a call with one of his ‘associates’ in Atlanta, the CEO and founder of a large home-goods store. The associate was a billionaire in his own right, but one that Draper had helped make even wealthier over the past several years. He reclined back in his office chair and pulled his phone from his pocket and opened the text. He shot up in horror, using his fingers to enlarge the image. “Mother of God,” he whispered, his hands shaking as he read the text. “No … this can’t be.”
 

Chapter 8
This Won’t be Good
Atlanta
The home-goods billionaire and Organization associate, Tom Horton, hung up the phone with Draper and leaned back in his chair, thinking about the plan that was gaining momentum with Draper’s help. Horton’s desire to gain a piece of prime property in the Buckhead area of Atlanta had been blessed by Draper as a gift of sorts for Horton ‘taking one for the team’ and orchestrating a cascade of negative earnings news and management turmoil so that other Organization members could short his company’s stock and make millions. Like all CEOs, he had a healthy ego, his more narcissistic than healthy, but he’d done what Draper asked without hesitation. Ego aside, once he’d hitched his wagon and the Organization, he knew that saying ‘no’ to Draper would have negative health implications. He also knew that once his company’s share price plummeted, he’d buy more on the cheap and within six months, they’d be worth thirty percent more than when he tanked them. The beauty of it all … the beauty of the Organization, was that there were no obvious ties to him and the others involved in any of the Organization’s market machinations. Organization members were completely shielded from suspicion thanks to Draper’s carefully crafted web of relationships that were ten levels deep. With the exception of Jack Glasser, no analyst or trader in the world had come close to piercing the veil of secrecy Draper created. 
Horton picked up the phone and called John Preston - known as JP - Draper’s associate helping him with his property acquisition scheme.
He heard JP’s languid voice as he picked up, as usual, dripping with southern syrup. “What’s up, Tommy,” JP asked.
Horton cringed at the name ‘Tommy.” He’d been “Tom” all of his life. Tommy was the young kid who had his ass kicked relentlessly in grade school. He let the perceived sleight slide, and refocused on the reason for his call. “I just spoke with Draper. Seems like things are lining up?” He said, looking for confirmation from the man who was pulling the strings.
“For the most part,” JP said slowly. “A bit of a complication, but nothing that we won’t work out. Just another step or two to incorporate into the process.”
“What kind of complication?” Horton asked, surprised.
“Tommy, you know the less you know, the better,” JP said, with the condescending tone of a Sunday school teacher. “That said, since you asked, the man’s kid is in town staying with him for a while. Other than being and unexpected occurrence - potentially a hindrance - his may being may prove helpful with the process, since there’s other points of connectivity.”
Horton immediately regretted asking the question. When he heard the word “Process,” or “Connectivity,” that could mean a lot of things and generally speaking, all of them unsavory. JP wasn’t exactly unknown to Horton. He’d been a small time real estate wannabe that had grown to be one of Atlanta’s most prolific developers, all with Draper’s help, Horton assumed. It was widely speculated in the Atlanta business community that JP had a host of public officials in his pocket and had even survived an FBI ‘pay to play’ sting operation that included several large hotel chains. JP came out clean with only a few lower level, local government officials and hotel executives indicted, though none convicted. JP’s casual, church deacon-like demeanor belied the fact that he was sociopath, one who was willing to do anything for a deal, including extortion and God knows what else. Horton neither liked nor disliked him, but treated him as though he was Draper’s pet snake, unwilling to get too close for fear of being bitten.
“Ok,” was all Horton could muster at the revelation. “Just checking in,” he said in an attempt to get off the phone.
“Certainly,” JP said. “I’ll let you know if there’s anything you need to be aware of,” then said his ‘good-byes’ returning to his thoughts to ponder a solution for the new wrinkle in his plan.
________________
Draper’s heart rate was racing. What the fuck is this? he thought, staring at the picture that had to come from one person only … his adopted daughter and protege, Beth. “Chuck, get the fuck in here,” he yelled to his admin, a tall, stout, balding man of fifty who had served with Draper in a previous life.
“Boss?” Chuck asked, hurrying into Draper’s office. He immediately noticed Draper’s face, red with anger and his clenched fists. Never a good thing.
Draper threw the phone at his admin so hard, it hit him in the chest before bouncing into his outstretched hands. “What the fuck is that? You know about this?” Draper asked, trying to contain his anger.
Chuck quickly looked down at the phone only to have the blood drain from his face. “Oh shit,” he said looking at the picture of the broken man, scorpion tattoo clearly visible.
“You set this up for me. Tell me you didn’t fucking know!” Draper shouted.
“I swear to God,” Chuck said, a lump in his throat. I had JP handle that,” referring to JP Preston, the Organizations ‘Political Director. “He called a contractor we’d used before. The contractor has been reliable … I had no clue who he’d send. I know JP wouldn’t have knowingly sent anyone with old Scorpion paramilitary ties,” Chuck said earnestly.
Draper pushed down the bile that had risen in his throat. Just the realization he’d spoken with the dead man an hour ago … having no clue who he actually was, made his stomach churn. If he’d known the man had ties - or was even sympathetic - to the Serbian brigade that had caused him so much past grief, and inflicted so much damage on Beth and her family, he would have killed the man himself. Slowly and painfully.
“This won’t be good,” Draper said, his anger subsiding as he began to process the series of ‘chess moves’ that lay before him.
“I’m so sorry boss … I … I … don’t know what to say,” Chuck said visibly horrified.
“It is what it is,” Draper said, descending deep in thought. He was never one to get stuck in the loop of wishing away mistakes, though this was a big one. Now he had to move promptly to contain the fallout. “Please let the contractor know that we won’t need his services in the future,” Draper said coldly.
 
Day 2
Saturday
 

Chapter 9
Out of Hand
Atlanta
Okay … see you there,” Amin said, disconnecting his call with with an old friend who’d just invited Amin out for a drink while he was visiting Atlanta. After being stuck in his parents house for two days, a drink - or twelve - was exactly what he needed. He sat in his childhood bedroom on the edge of his bed, staring at the old pictures of himself, various framed awards and high school era clothing that still hung in his closet. After he’d left, his mother had turned his room into a shrine of sorts to her only son. “Shit, you’d think I was dead,” he muttered, looking around the room taking it all in.
Amin’s father was a preacher, one that was widely known and respected within the black and white community of Atlanta. He was the pastor of one of Atlanta’s oldest churches, a spiritual home to those primarily of color … in Buckhead, now one of the most affluent areas of Atlanta. His mom was under the weather and his dad was losing a step. His dad was in his early eighties, and until recently had been going strong, still at the pulpit three days a week, capable of delivering fire and brimstone sermons, but more recently exhorting his flock to be calm, and comforting them with words that would have made Dr. King proud in the wake of several police shootings of young black men. Having grown up black in Atlanta, Amin knew the rules of the road … that young men of color were more likely to become the final resting place for a police officer’s bullet. He hated to admit it, but his father’s stature in the community had saved him many times in situations with police … situations that most likely would have ended much differently for the average young black man.
Amin walked out and saw his father sitting at the dining room table, pen in hand, scribbling on a spiral bound notebook, something he often did while crafting his sermons. His father looked up at him briefly, closed his notebook and said “A’men.” 
Amin knew he wasn’t ending some silent prayer out loud, but rather saying his name. “Amin” had morphed into “A’men” as a child and was something that stuck in his household. It annoyed him mildly, and his old friends used to call him that when they wanted to get under his skin, but after correcting the old man for years to no avail, he let it slide. “What’s up Pop?” Amin asked, pulling out a chair across from his father.
“Same old,” his father replied, rubbing his eyes. “This stuff is getting out of hand,” he said referring to the recent spate of killings.
“It’s been out of hand for a while,” Amin replied.
His father nodded, then quickly changed the subject. “I appreciate you being here,” he said. “Your mother does too,” pointing down the hall where his mother was sleeping.
“She gonna be ok?” Amin asked.
“I suspect she’s just tired. She’s got the ‘maker’ on her side,” his dad said, referring to God.
Again, Amin let it slide. Getting a straight answer out of his dad at times was difficult. He’d either evade the question or go into religious ‘speak,’ delivering a few well-worn platitudes. Amin shared none of his father’s religiosity, and was a confirmed atheist, but had never come out and said it. It would kill his father to know his only son had turned his back on the ‘only begotten son,’ so out of respect, kept his mouth shut.
“Think I’m gonna meet Bug for a bite,” Amin said, referring to his friend LaDarius Jones, with whom he’d just spoken. Amin used Bug’s childhood nickname, the only name his father would likely recognize.
“A bite? We have food here,” his father said, assuming that his son would really be out drinking, something that he never approved of.
It was now Amin’s turn to dodge the question. “I just need to get out for a while. Haven’t caught up with some of the old friends in a while. I think I need it,” he said.
“I’d would have thought Bug would be in jail by now,” his father said dismissively. “I know he’s your friend, but I’ve heard he’s still in that world,” referring to the gang that Amin had left.
“Pop, you worry too much. When have I ever gotten into trouble?”His father cut his eyes at him. “Don’t answer that,” Amin interjected, grabbing the keys to his rental car and heading Downtown to meet Bug.
________________
Las Vegas
Jack entered his large Las Vegas house through the garage. The smell of rubber, oil and degreaser lifted his mood from the long flight, stopping to stare at the assortment of twenty odd cars - classics to cutting edge - and five of Luke’s motorcycles. God I love this smell, he thought as he bounded up the short stairway and unlocked the garage door leading to the house. He passed his ‘office’ as he walked through the hallway. It was his Acceleration room, outfitted with an old dentists chair and a variety of large screens that displayed streams of information that he’d pummel himself with through a set of goggles and headphones, all while he was under twilight anesthesia.
He didn’t stop and didn’t enter the room. He hadn’t Accelerated for six months - hadn’t made any stock trades either - and realized that the nervous twitch in his left hand had gone away. Maybe Luke was right, he thought remembering his brother’s words during a previous conversation. He’d travelled light and threw his backpack on the den sofa, walking toward the thermostat to cool down the house, when he suddenly stopped. The smell of bleach was heavy in the stuffy confines of the large house.
He heard the familiar click of the air conditioner and walked slowly to the living room, the smell of bleach stronger as he stood near the marble entryway. He looked down at the marble, searching for signs of blood … Sarina Green’s blood, remembering that this was where he’d seen her last … sprawled and bleeding, thanks to his home security video. “Damn,” he whispered, suddenly taking in the magnitude of the violent chaos that had been injected into his world … simply because he’d picked the wrong stocks, and somehow invited the Organization into his life and into the lives of others. People had died … he had almost died … so had Luke and Sarina. He rubbed his eyes and felt the lump in his throat swell as the intense wave of emotion flowed over him. He suddenly broke down into uncontrollable sobs. 

Chapter 10
Black Man From Atlanta
Weston, CT
Beth sat in her rental car flicking the safety on and off of her weapon of choice - a compact Sig Sauer P239 handgun - while she stared at the house through a small field lens. She knew Draper was home. She could see the light in his office burning, knowing it was never on unless he was home. Draper’s home in Weston Connecticut, didn’t stand out. It was large, but without being ostentatious, and looked as if it housed one of the many corporate white men of privilege, complete with their bitchy wives and spoiled kids. She laughed to herself taking note of the kids play set visible in the back yard. She had to give Draper credit, the man knew how to blend in.
Giving Draper ‘credit’ was exactly what she was there for. Only thirty-six hours had passed since she’d been assaulted in Santa Monica … coming face to face with the horrors of her past … horrors that Draper knew on a personal level. Her sabbatical had been violently interrupted and the progress that she felt she was making had come to an abrupt halt. There were memories that were now laid bare … her childhood rape as she lay next to her dead mother at the hands of a brutal paramilitary group was now known. She had always thought her trauma was witnessing her mother and father’s death, horrible enough, but now the self protective barrier in her mind had fallen as the realization of what had happened to her overtopped her mental levee. She felt the vein in her neck pulse as she recalled all of what had transpired in two short days. 
She had left Santa Monica immediately after her ‘meeting’ with the tattooed man. She wasn’t worried about her landlord … they never spoke, and she had paid her apartment rent six months in advance, in the event that she needed to leave suddenly and not have her moves exposed by a late rent payment. She only had one obligation, and that was to herself … her therapy appointments. She’d left a message for her therapist that she’d be out of town for an extended period and told her that she’d connect when she was back in town. “Fuck,” she thought to herself. “If I ever needed to talk something out, it’d be now.”
Leaving the Organization wasn’t an option, at least it wasn’t one that she’d seriously considered until now. Her original thought after the debacle with Jack and the plant virus episode was to take time. She was burned out, and as an operative, she knew that burn-out would make her sloppy … could get her killed. But now, she was staring at her adoptive father’s house - her boss’ house - struggling to make sense of why he’d send some perverted messenger - associated with such a toxic memory - to request her presence and try to rape her. None of it made any sense. "Fuck it,” she thought, still flicking the safety on her gun, then got out of the car and walked toward the house, intent on getting answers.
________________
Atlanta
Amin sat at the CNN center hotel bar that overlooked Centennial park in downtown Atlanta. There were a few metal barricades that still stood, though most were toppled over and bore witness to the protests that occurred over the latest shootings. Originally designed to be a ‘safe space’ to protest, most of the community members who’d turned out in the park on three separate evenings to peacefully protest, took issue with the enhanced police presence and felt as if they were in an internment camp designed for the racially inferior. By the third evening, with no clear message from city leaders, the cauldron boiled over, anger spilling into the streets. Things had calmed down and the curfew was over, but boarded up windows at a nearby Starbucks bore the pockmarks of a community that was at the end of their rope.
He sipped a coffee while waiting for Bug. He was early, not by design, but rather the need to get out of the spiritually oppressive fog of his parent’s house. It was a crisp bright, late afternoon, and the grass was attempting to turn from brown to green in the narrow barriers between the sidewalk and the street. He didn’t remember having a moment of solitude in the last six months. From the time Jack was abducted until two days prior, he’d been conscripted by a secret government organization under the Department of Agriculture, hunting down some elusive Organization … a group of shit heads that almost put a bullet in him -not because he was black - but because he worked for the Glasser brothers.
“Fuck me,” he said under his breath, smiling and taking in all of the change in his life over the past two years working for Jack and Luke. He had answered a job board posting for a data analyst/software engineer while living in Atlanta. After sending a resume and a sample of his coding work, he was issued a ticket to Las Vegas to interview. He almost didn’t go. Leaving Atlanta wasn’t something he’d considered, but after speaking with the recruiter, decided “What the hell,” and took the interview. He had no real hopes of getting the job and certainly no interest in moving to Las Vegas, but he’d never been to Las Vegas and it seemed like a low cost way to check the city off his bucket list. 
His interviews with Glasser Consulting were odd to say the least. His first interview with Luke Glasser was the most strange. Luke was younger than him … Amin was twenty six and Luke was twenty at the time, but Luke looked older and carried himself in a way that only a wealthy, good looking white guy with money does. It wasn’t until the interview began, that he realized how truly odd Luke was … not the average white guy that Amin had come across. Luke showed up to the interview in shorts, a t-shirt and flip-flops, his long hair tied in a man bun exposing a pair of luminous eyes that seemed capable of burning through flesh, a stark contrast to his ‘give no fucks’ exterior. Amin noted that he was six feet tall, trim and athletic, about an inch shorter than he was. 
Luke casually placed Amin’s resume on the blue suede covered conference room table and grabbed two glasses and a bottle of scotch from the concealed liquor cabinet in the conference room wall unit. He sat down, poured two fingers for Amin and four fingers for himself and quietly scanned the resume. He stared at Amin’s carefully crafted bio. Without lifting his eyes, Luke said under his breath, “Black man from Atlanta? Fuck, that’s original.”
Amin was taken aback. “What’d you say?” He asked, temper flaring.
Luke looked up and stared at Amin, taking in his response, then pushed the glass of scotch toward him. “Sorry man. Not trying to be an asshole. It’s just that sometimes let shit out of my ‘word-face’ that makes me sound like …”
Amin finished his sentence, “Like an asshole?” He said.
Luke laughed and shot him an impish grin. “Yeah, like that.”
Amin’s interview with Luke was all over the map, full of weird ‘what-if’ scenarios … from his parents, Atlanta, his love life, you name it. Apparently there was no HR department for Glasser Consulting, otherwise they’d have shit themselves and tried to muzzle Luke and shut down the interview. Luke finally turned a sharp corner, and with an uncharacteristic serious look asked, “What about the gang thing?”
Amin shook his head in disbelief. “What are you talking about?” He asked.
Luke paused and shook his head. “Don’t do that,” he said, leaning back in his chair, speaking as if disciplining a toddler who’d just gotten caught sneaking a cookie. “Dude, you were doing so well.”
Amin was dumbstruck. “How the fuck does he know about that?” He asked himself, completely unaware that Luke had been reading every line on his face, searching for micro expressions, the uncontrollable ‘tells’ that everyone has when they’re being truthful or lying. He also didn’t realize that Luke had seen his small gang tattoo on the backside of his ring finger knuckle through the clear crystal glass when he’d taken an obligatory sip of the foul brown liquid Luke offered. Amin sat quietly for a moment, then mentally said “Fuck it, ain’t like I’m gonna get this job,” stared back at Luke and asked, “Whattaya want to know about it?”
He laid it all out for Luke quickly, noticing that Luke never took his eyes off of him. For a guy that looked like a surfer suffering from Tourette syndrome, Luke was smart & really intuitive. A strange beast for sure. Being the sole object of Luke’s relentless gaze and attention was unsettling to say the least. Luke followed up with questions, none of them focused on the ‘why’s’ regarding his life choices at that time, just the ‘what’s’ regarding the skills he employed while pulling off his gang related assignments. If he was somehow put off by Amin’s previous life, he certainly didn’t show it. 
Finally Luke looked at his phone, noting the text he’d just received. “Shit, Jack’s still tied up. He’s my brother … you’ll be meeting with him next. He’s still in a meeting.” Luke pulled a deck of cards out of his front pocket, opening the box and laying the cards down on the table. “In the meantime, why don’t you and I relax a bit,” he said with a grin.
Amin’s interview with Jack was more the standard ‘tell me what you know’ variety. Luke remained in the room, still staring intently at Amin, his gaze never shifting, but took a back seat not saying a word while his brother Jack fired off a litany of questions about Amin's knowledge of network security, fluency in computer languages and various projects he’d worked on in school. 
After ninety minutes of nonstop questions, Jack finally relented and put down Amin’s resume on which he’d been scribbling notes and stared at him. “During this entire time … this entire interview, did you ever stop and ask yourself why you’re here?” Jack asked.
Amin was taken back by the abrupt change in tone and direction of the interview, then replied thoughtfully, “Yeah, I guess did.”
“Me too,” Jack said honestly, as if to say that Amin just didn’t measure up. Jack put the resume back into a file folder and scribbled something on the inside of the folder before closing it, then looked at his brother Luke who just nodded in reply as if to confirm Jack’s suspicions. Jack turned his attention back to Amin. “Yeah, I was wondering that exact thing … until now.” Jack pushed his chair back and stood up, stretching his six four frame to its stopping point. He pushed back his long curly hair and extended his hand to Amin. “We’d love to have you onboard. Can we work out the details?” Jack asked, as Amin shook his hand vigorously.

Chapter 11
Daddy’s Clothes
Weston, CT
Draper rubbed his eyes, closed his laptop and turned off the small desk lamp which was the sole source of light in his large home office. The books that filled his expansive shelves disappeared in the darkness as he walked through the formal living room on his way to bed.
“Working late?” He heard the familiar voice ask. His body shuttered as he turned to see Beth’s silhouette on the sofa, straight and still.
He stopped in his tracks and paused, finally offering, “The business … our business,” he corrected himself, “Is a bit more complicated without my right-hand woman,” he said, referring to her. “Late nights are part of it, seems like,” he said, trying not to appear rattled.
She said nothing, instead sat motionless like a cat waiting to pounce. Draper couldn’t help but be awestruck by the sheer power of her presence. She was his adopted daughter … his protege and ultimate creation, but he’d never been on the business-end of her fury, which he felt he was teetering on now. Her absolute control - of herself and the situation - was something to behold and was his first field-level glimpse of what others … unfortunate others, had witnessed. She was his own creation, crafted by a malignant narcissist. A force of nature for sure, and one that he’d mistakenly unleashed upon himself. He finally broke the silence, succumbing to the discomfort, feeling the need to fill the void. “So … where are we?” He asked.
She sat motionless. He hoped she was processing the question. If she wasn’t, it wouldn’t bode well for him. She finally spoke. “That’s an interesting question, ‘Dad,’” she said. She emphasized the the word “Dad” … a term she’d never actually used, but now it was marinated in venom. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”
Draper walked over and sat down in a chair opposite the couch. He could see her more clearly now. Though her body was still and composed, he could read the lines of anguish on her face. His body sank a bit as he saw his creation. Love wasn’t in his vernacular, but the adoration of his creation was. She was the one person in his life that he could say he truly crafted, but was now staring at him with a mix of pity and hatred.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “You have to know, I had no clue.” Draper trying to summon authenticity.
She pondered his words. “That’s not like you, Draper,” she said with disdain. “Being ‘clueless’ isn’t exactly a trait you’re known to possess.”
He tried straightening up and summoning up his default authority. “I was delegating. I needed to know where you were … how you were. I also needed you back. I didn’t know any other way, so Chuck … or rather JP, hired a contractor to locate you and report back. I had no clue of the agent’s affiliation or sympathies. Neither did they. Tell me you believe that. If I’d have known the operative or his affiliation, I would have killed him with my bare hands,” he said matter of factly. 
She listened while watching every muscle in his face twitch. Knowing him as well as she did, she could tell he was being somewhat honest, but something else was floating on the surface of his face, refusing to mix with his words. More than anything, she was pissed at his lack of trust and violent intrusion into her sabbatical. 
“I was in therapy,” she said, offhandedly.
The comment took Draper by surprise. “Shit, that had to be interesting. Is your therapist still alive?” He asked, attempting to lighten the mood, though the revelation concerned him.
“Hmm,” she muttered abruptly, raising her head slightly, acknowledging his attempt of levity. “Don’t worry, my professional career was never discussed,’ letting the words hang.
“What did you talk about then?” He asked.
“What the fuck did you think I talked about?” She said, waving her hands theatrically, breaking her physical silence. “What happened to me,” she said, her voice filling with emotion. “Until two days ago, I didn’t realize the full extent of what happened to me. The memories came back … all of them,” she said flatly.
“Jesus,” he said under his breath. “I’m sorry,” his voice genuinely quaked, barely able to contain his own confusion, as the images of that brutal day - long suppressed - bubbled up in his mind.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” She asked, staring through him now.
“I thought you knew,” he said, attempting to keep the look of shock on his face. 
“That part,” she said referring to her own brutal rape, “I didn’t. Was that the reason for all of the training?” She asked.
Draper stared up the ceiling. “Partly,” he said. “Partly for the business,” he continued, referring to the Organization. “You had so much rage. You didn’t know how to contain it. I thought the training would help you focus … help you deal with it. Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea,” he said, looking at the pistol in her lap.
She shook her head, understanding what he meant. “No, I have no intention of killing you. That would be a little difficult … even for me,” she said with a hint of fake laughter. “But you know more about what happened. I think it’s about time you told me,” she said coldly. 
Over the years, he thought this day would come, and was surprised when it hadn’t. He assumed that she’d knew about all of her past - her own traumas - and that her ability to kill without remorse was her way of exorcizing demons. He did know more … or at least had a trove of information from interviews he’d conducted and a lot of loose strings of knotted thread that he could never manage to unravel. He sighed, went to his office and came back with a small flash drive and handed it to her. “This is what I have. I’ve never been able to make sense of it all or find all the people I suspected who were involved. The ones I did find, are dead,” he said flatly.
She took the flash drive and stared at it as if looking into a crystal ball. “Thank you,” she finally said, then pivoted. “Two things … how did you track me and why did you want to see me?” She asked, then corrected herself, “Actually three things. I need you to leave Jack Glasser alone.”
________________
Atlanta
Amin saw Bug walking toward him half a block away. Bug had always carried himself in a way to be as inconspicuous as possible … slightly hunched over, always wearing larger fitting clothes that hung a size or so too large, cloaking his sinewy frame to conceal his gang related ink and to appear as unthreatening as possible. Bug wasn’t big by any stretch … five foot nine and thin, but Amin had seen the type of punishment he could inflict on much bigger humans. His hands were lightning quick and his stone-like expression never changed, even during grind-ups with others. Surprise was his biggest weapon and his victims never saw the ass-whipping coming, especially from someone who was so physically benign. He and Amin had been friends since childhood, and Amin new better than anyone to never underestimate his friend. 
Bug finally caught sight of Amin and nodded, then stepped over the low metal ornamental fence that separated the hotel’s outside dining area from the sidewalk. Bug flashed a big smile, which to most who knew him, was completely uncharacteristic. 
Amin returned the smile while Bug stood across from him looking him over with obvious curiosity. They hadn’t seen each other since Amin moved to Las Vegas two years ago. Amin knew Bug was trying to reconcile his current ‘look’ and obvious change in dress with the Amin that he remembered. “Damn boy,” Bug said with a grin. “Look at your college-boy lookin’ ass.”
“Yeah, well you still wearing your Daddy’s clothes I see,” Amin said, standing up and giving his friend a hug.
Bug gave him the obligatory “Fuck you,” then sat down at the table scanning the area for a server. Not seeing anyone, he turned to Amin. “Damn, that Las Vegas life is ah’ite on you. Looks like they scrubbed the ‘hood’ off your ass pretty good!”
It’s was Amin’s turn to return the obligatory “Fuck you.” It ain’t about all that,” he said, “It’s just different out there … cool, but different.”
“You still working with those two crazy white boys?” Bug asked, raising his eyebrows.
“Yeah … that part’s good too. You’re right, they’re crazy, but they’re good people. They got my back,” Amin replied, seriously.
Bug raised his hands defensively. “That’s cool,” he said. “Just wondering is all.”
A server finally came over, took their order, and came back a few minutes later and began bringing Bug Crown Royal on the rocks and local IPAs for Amin, every time he saw them. They talked for an hour and a half, about the old crew, girlfriends, family and sports. Neither Amin nor Bug talked much about their ‘business.’ Amin knew if he ever said a word about AG, he’d be thrown down a hole, and Bug … who Amin suspected was still in the old world, would suffer the same fate if he talked too much either.
Finally Bug asked, “So how’s your Daddy? I mean, he good? How old is he now? ‘Bout a hundred?” Bug said, with a smirk.
Amin rolled his eyes. “Damn, you’re still an asshole,” he replied. Amin had gotten shit all his life about his father’s age. Most kids Amin had grown up with - and the crew he ran with - had parents that were younger than his. Amin’s Dad was eighty-one, and was the same age or older as some of his friend’s grandparents. Amin’s father had him when he was fifty-three. It took a while for his parents to get it done, and Amin ended up an only child with older parents. His mom was ten years younger than his father, but forty-three wasn’t exactly young to have kids either … at least not in his world. He got ragged on relentlessly about it growing up.
“Sorry man … just fuckin’ with you. But seriously, how’s he doing?” Bug asked.
Amin shrugged. “He’s OK. Losing a step, but still doing his thing,” referring to leading the church. “Mom’s the one I’m worried about. She’s been in bed, tired and all. Doctor says nothing’s wrong with her, but I don’t know about all that.” 
“Well,” Bug said, looking at his phone, suddenly getting a series of texts. “All that other shit will work itself out,” he said, getting up.
“What other shit you talking about?” Amin asked, cutting his eyes at his friend.
“Shit,” bug said shaking his head. “Don’t listen to my ass … it ain’t nothing,” he said, trying to joke it off. “I’m just fuckin’ with you. But, I got to go man … I got this thing,” he said, quickly.
Amin stared at him. He didn’t have Luke’s ability to read people, but he’d known his friend long enough to know he was full of shit. He was about to followup on the comment when his friend shot him a quick fist bump and said, “I’ll see you … catch up in a couple of days,” then walked away, leaving Amin to ponder what he meant.

Chapter 12
Change of Flight Plan
Doug Reed hung up the phone with JP Preston, made a face that fell somewhere between a grimace and a smile, then stubbed out his cigarette on the side of the concrete bench he was sitting on. He was near the sidewalk in Renaissance Park, a minute or so north of Downtown Atlanta, a park where a lot of mother’s and nannies took young children. He put his cigarette pack back in his front pocket, clearly exposing his Georgia Bureau of Investigation badge. His pistol hung from the belt that kept his kaki pants on his frame … a frame that was fighting a losing battle with gravity and all-you-can-eat buffets. He’d stuffed his cigarettes halfway into his pocket and pulled them out again. The GBI was Georgia’s state equivalent of the FBI and handled a variety of statewide investigations including the sex offender registry. A registry that didn’t include his name … yet. As long as he stayed on the good side of JP Preston, or at least in his good graces and did whatever bullshit JP wanted, then he was hopeful that pictures of him with underage boys and girls wouldn’t see the light of day.
JP had a plan … he always did, and Reed was a part of it. He'd listened to JP’s directions and cringed slightly when he’d heard what JP had in mind. “Damn … I can’t believe I have to deal with this asshole,” Reed thought, but all the while knowing his career, family and life hung in the balance. He was inextricably tied to JP’s mood and his willingness to keep his dark secret, a secret. 
Reed’s phone buzzed before he could light his cigarette, looked down at the caller ID and answered it and said, “Hello,” to LaDarius ‘Bug’ Johnson.
________________
Draper’s Girl sat alone at secluded table in a small coffee shop near Westchester County airport. The airport was on the New York and Connecticut border, a smaller facility that had quite a few direct flights, good for avoiding the major airports in the city. She rubbed the back of her left shoulder and wished she hadn’t. She felt under her shirt to make sure the small butterfly bandage was still in place.
Draper had given her all of the information relating to her past as well as the trove of interview information on those he suspected were involved in the Podujevo massacre. The people who had inflicted so much damage on her. He’d also confessed that she had a small tracking device implanted above her shoulder, in the lower portion of her trapezius muscle. Apparently, it was easier to implant than remove. She thought back to when he said it was implanted, thinking it was just a routine vaccination … one of many she’d had in her life, based on the fact that her ‘assignments’ had taken her all over the world. Before she’d left Draper, she demanded that it be taken out, then and there. Draper did what he asked, but apparently getting it out wasn’t as easy as putting it in, and the small incision he’d made was annoying her. Draper had many skills, but field surgery wasn’t one of them.
She looked down at her computer screen, scanning the files on the thumb-drive Draper had given her. “Damn,” she thought as she scrolled through the massive volume of files. Most interview transcripts and documents were written in Cyrillic, with many words redacted with unusual markings. “This is going to take a while,” she muttered. She poured over the files anyway and came to several pictures that had been crossed off a list … Draper’s list, noting that they were the ones Draper had found and who ended their shitty lives. The side of her mouth turned slightly upward as she thought about them. Wish it had been me, motherfuckers, she thought. But the more files she opened, the less clear any of it became. She’d need to take a mountain of Adderall and lock herself in a room for a year, walls covered in files - like some obsessed investigative reporter in the movies - in order to make any sense of it. She didn’t have that much time.
She looked up as the front door opened and saw a tall, younger, curly haired man enter the cafe and order a coffee to go. If she didn’t know Jack Glasser so well, she’d have sworn it was his twin brother. He took his coffee and left, but the mental nudge was too powerful and her thoughts returned to Jack. When she’d initially been given the Glasser assignment, she’d opened the file on Jack and noted that he wasn’t bad looking … handsome actually, in a boyish way. She’d had worse looking assignments, but she assumed that as a wealthy, young twenty something living in Las Vegas, Jack would be a complete douche. Her initial assessment couldn’t have been further from the truth. Jack was definitely handsome, wealthy and smart, but he definitely wasn’t an asshole. In fact, he was kind and generous. Though shy around those whom he didn’t know, Jack was funny and open with those lucky enough to be in his orbit, with a dry, biting sense of humor that wasn’t displayed often, but wickedly funny when it was.
She thought about their nearly year-long relationship. Technically it wasn’t a relationship for her … just an assignment, but for him it was a relationship. She remembered searching his house with Sarina Green and finding his diary in a hidden room off of a hallway, near the garage. While scanning his diary entries - especially hers - she had a moment of clarity knowing that as bitchy as she’d become with him, he actually did love her. He’d said he needed to move on in his journal, but he actually did love her and had seen parts of her that she thought she’d hidden. With three months of distance between her last assignment - finding a rogue operation member’s pet virus - and three months prior to that when her cover was blown at GreenLeaf’s Canadian weed facility, she thought back on the changes in her demeanor toward Jack while they were ‘dating.’ Through rear-view mirror of her mind, she could see prior to being exposed as an Organization operative - toward the end of their ‘relationship,’ - she’d been a bitch to Jack. She’d behaved just like he’d chronicled … a complete pain in the ass. 
Time often opens the aperture of clarity, and she could see clearly see the reason for her mood shift now. She had begun having feelings for Jack too. Completely at odds with herself, and conflicted about dispassionately doing her job and treating Jack as a project, her turmoil turned to anger. Anger at herself initially, but then manifesting toward Jack … for falling for her ‘assignment,’ which raged against her emotional seawall. Simply put, she’d become so bitchy that she’d hoped that he’d end it … so she could quit the painful charade before she fell too hard. It had worked … kind of, and Jack’s attention had fallen on Sarina Green, her fellow operative. After reading Jack’s diary entries about her and his new feelings for Sarina, she was full tilt and put Sarina down with a bullet to the chest in Jack’s marble entryway. She realized part of it was out of jealousy … but only a small fraction, actually. She was more concerned about Sarina telling fellow Organization members that she’d sent Jack the notes taken from the rogue viral scientist … notes that eventually saved his brother Luke. The moment she’d been caught by Sarina, Beth knew that Sarina had to go. It was just a bonus that she was able to put down a rival for Jack’s affections.
She thought back to the whole strange affair, especially her original task of finding out how Jack Glasser saw through the Organizations stock market manipulations. She’d found the answer, though one that she couldn’t explain fully. From what she could gather, Jack used a dentist chair, anesthesia and a custom headset to blast company and trading information into his head. Trying to explain it to Draper would have been pointless. Draper was convinced Jack had a computer program … an algorithm of sorts, hanging over the Organization like a Sword of Damocles. Draper would have never believed how Jack really did it.
She looked back at the sheer number of files that Draper had given her, then thought back to Jack’s hidden room, simultaneously calculating the timing of when she’d have be at the airport to board her private flight to LAX. She packed up her computer, drove to the airport and dropped off her rental car. She boarded the spacious private jet she’d chartered, and quickly spoke to the pilot. “I’d like you to change our flight plan,” she said. “I need to go to to Las Vegas.”

Chapter 13
Fragile Male Ego
Bahamas
Luke was dressed and waiting for Chas in the opulent living room of the Bahamas digs. Stretched out on the sofa with sunset lighting enveloping the room, he was blanking out a bit, watching the boats pass by the dock in the front yard on the north shore of the island. It had only taken him a minute to get showered and ready, not bothering to shave … his two day stubble didn’t seem to bother Chas in the least. His hair had been stripped of any oils by the chlorine in the pool early that day, so washing it seemed pointless. It was left untied, bleached by the sun and rested on his shoulders. The slight sunburn on his face, only accentuated his luminous blue eyes that seemed to dance with mischief every time he looked at Chastity, which they did again as she walked downstairs. Chas was dressed casually in a light sundress, beautiful as always, ready for dinner.
They took one of the golf cars from the garage and headed to a barbecue joint near the Atlantis casino. Normally he would have made the casino a ‘must stop,’ but after having a recent run in with Maurice, the casino manager, he thought twice. He’d taken a wad of cash from Maurice and his British expat co-conspirator friend during a private poker game, resulting in Luke having the run of the shit head expat’s house for eighteen months. He decided to let old wounds heal and not show his face in the casino. Luke was stoked about the barbecue joint though. Having grown up eating the stuff once a week, courtesy of his southern father, he loved it and often joked that if he cut himself, he’d bleed hickory flavored sauce. Chas seemed about as excited about eating barbecue as having a mammogram, but she at least tried to play along and act happy about it. 
Luke had to admire her attempt. He could read people … really well. As a result of Quan’s Neural Acceleration experiment, he somehow just knew when people were lying, taking in their facial micro-expressions, vocal distress, body language, etc., and somehow just knew when people betrayed the truth. It wasn’t something he consciously tried to do, just something he did, completely on autopilot. Other than having his verbal filter nearly obliterated by Accelerating over a year-long period, he stared at people longer than they were usually comfortable with … almost as if he was looking through them, which on some level he was. Chas was interesting. She could hold his gaze without ever exhibiting any indication that it bothered her in the least. She was an anomaly to Luke, in a variety of ways.
They pulled up to the barbecue joint a few minutes later, Luke excited to get his face dirty with a rack of ribs, talking incessantly about the regional differences in barbecue sauces and techniques during the ride over. Chastity didn’t have the wherewithal to fake excitement, rolling her eyes and telling him several times to shut the fuck up or she’d jump out of the golf car. Luke’s happiness level only increased at the thought of eating his favorite food and annoying someone he liked at the same time. As his southern grandmother once said of him proudly … with her own wicked smile, “That boy’s got a little of the devil in him.” 
Luke’s excitement immediately dissipated as they walked into the place. Barbecue joints … the good ones at least, always looked a little dirty, like they’d fall down when faced with a slight breeze. The worse a joint looked, the better the food. At least that’s what he’d come to believe based on his deep well of experience. This restaurant looked like a decorators idea of what a country-fried, shit hole should look like, but the plates, silverware and flooring immediately screamed ‘impostor’ to Luke as he scanned the room full of sunburned fatties drinking cocktails with flags and umbrellas hanging out of them instead of beer. “You don’t drink a Mai Tai with barbecue … beer damnit. Sacrilege!” He thought to himself. 
If there was any lingering doubt he’d made the wrong decision, Luke stepped back in the kitchen like he owned the place - the way he always acted anywhere he went - to take a look at the food and prep work. Seeing nothing but a chain restaurant operation with no smoker or any ‘bark’ on the meat, he marched back over to Chas waiting at the hostess stand with an ‘I smell shit’ look.
“That’s pleasant,” she said, looking at his expression. “Not quite to your liking?”
“This place is a fucking tragedy,” he said, shaking his head and looking around for the hostess so he could vent his frustration.
If Chastity was remotely put off by his salty language or inclination to express his innermost thoughts to the world, she didn’t show it. She actually seemed to like it. “Well, big boy, whattaya thinking?” She asked, knowing they wouldn’t be eating there.
“I shot my wad and came up empty. It’s on you baby,” he said, grabbing her close and kissing her deeply.
She actually loved his public displays of affection and kissed him back … hard, making others in line visibly uncomfortable as if waiting for them to strip down and fuck on a table. She retracted her tongue, “If it’s on me, then Nobu it is,” she said with a sly grin.
Luke made a face like he’d just missed the winning lotto ticket by a single digit. “Damn, I should not have said that,” he replied, smiling. He shrugged his shoulders and said, “Nobu it is.”
Nobu was like … well, every other Nobu, in any other city. Elegant and chic with sex lighting turned down so that patrons could barely see their food unless they angled the candles on the table just right. He had his standard, hamachi sashimi and sautéed chicken livers. Being raised by a Jewish mother, chicken liver - especially chopped liver - was a staple … the Yin to his father’s Yang. He consumed three small bottles of chilled, designer Saki and played with his chopsticks, finding ways to make sexual innuendos with them as he ate.
“You’re like a twelve year old,” Chas said a few times, between mouthfuls of a salad decorated with tuna.
The light banter and sexual references continued, but on the third bottle of Saki, Chas made reference to Quan to which immediately put Luke in a foul mood.
She saw his mood shift rapidly and knew why. “Please don’t tell me. That again?” She asked. She knew as soon as she’d said Quan’s name … especially after Luke had a few drinks, that the Quan issue would come up. 
Six months ago Chas had sex with Quan while trapped in GreenLeaf Pharmaceutical’s vault, waiting to die in an explosion. Quan wasn’t much of a participant at the time - and she was certainly not attracted to him in any way - but at that moment … the way her death was shaping up, the figured that going out with a literal bang made sense. It bothered Luke as he’d gotten closer to her, and though he knew he’d have done the same thing, he still had trouble shaking the image. Add to it that they’d had sloppy sex on his conference room table … while she was still officially surveilling him for AG, his thoughts would occasionally run to the many people she’d likely slept with while on the ‘job.’ 
“But Quan?” He said under his breath.
Chas put down her fork and stared at him, the smile gone from her face. She tossed her napkin toward him and said, “Fuck you and your fragile fucking ego,” as she stood and walked out.
Luke remained at the table, his face hot and tingly, wondering why he’d said it, and why it still bothered him. He was good looking, good in the sack and wealthy. He’d been with countless women and never gave a shit about their sexual exploits … even when he’d had to listen to a few of their “full disclosure” stories, waiting until they’d finished so he could get to the sex part. 
Jack had just finished cleaning up the kitchen a bit and sat down on the sofa with a beer. It was four in the afternoon in Vegas and he’d lightly cleaned and straightened up all day and was ready for a little peace and quiet. When Luke barged in telepathically, it was his turn to almost spill his drink.
Luke skipped the introductory ass-busting with his brother, instead riffing on his mental rant. “Quan really? I mean me, I understand … I’m fuckin’ hot, but Quan?”
“Dude … what the hell is wrong with you?” Jack shot back. “I’m trying to chill out and you almost made me spill my beer.”
“Fuck your beer. My life sucks right now,” Luke said dramatically, something he was prone to do. 
“You’re an idiot. Have I told you that lately?” Jack replied. “Let me see if I get this right … you’re rich, not completely ugly and you’re in the Bahamas with a smoking hot woman who can actually tolerate your shit. Am I missing anything?”
“What if I’m still her ‘assignment?’ What if she’s still on the clock? And Quan … really? Luke said, his mental diarrhea, pouring out.
He and Jack talked about it telepathically for about five minutes, Jack getting tired of the pedantic rant and emotional angst that only confirmed his brother had some serious growing up to do. He finally interrupted his brother’s ceaseless tirade. “Why don’t you just shut the fuck up … you know all this shit you’re talking isn’t real. For the love of God, man … tell her you love her already!”
Jack wasn’t sure if he’d lost Luke … their telepathic line sounded as if it went dead. A long moment later, Luke finally said, “Damn,” as if coming to the realization himself. He quickly cut the connection, leaving Jack to his beer, sitting on the sofa and smiling at his brother’s predicament. 

Chapter 14
German Car Dealership
Atlanta
Amin had been home for a few hours and was helping his father clean up the kitchen after his old man had greased up the place making pork chops. They weren’t bad, but he sure missed his mother’s cooking. He’d brought her a piece of the fried meat along with green beans. “Your Daddy make this?” She asked, making a face as if his cooking was subpar … which it was.
Amin’s clean up efforts were finally making a dent. The stove hood hadn’t had a deep cleaning in a while, and he put his back into it, removing a few months worth of grime that had built up with his dad shouldering more of the kitchen duties as of late. He walked into the dining room to find his Dad back at the table, again writing in his spiral notebook. This time his old man kept writing, picking up the pace as if he were following some internal rant that needed to be put down and ultimately shared with his parishioners at some point in the near future.
Amin had only been in Atlanta for three days, and already it had begun to wear on him. The old saying ‘you can never go back home’ seemed to fit. Slowly over the past several years, Las Vegas had grown on him. So had Jack, Luke and Quan who were now his best friends. With everything the four of them had gone through over the past six months, they were more like a tribe unto themselves, unable to share their recent exploits and subsequent conscription with AG with anyone else but themselves. Having and keeping secrets among friends is a bonding exercise, and they were now fully bonded. 
He also noted that his father seemed more distracted than usual. He’d noodled on the idea … and even brought it up with his father who summarily dismissed it. Sure his mom was in bed, not feeling well, but that normally had no bearing on his father’s demeanor or preoccupation. His mother had always had a weak constitution growing up, and she’d remain in bed for a few days at a time. Amin normally attributed that to being a popular preacher’s wife … having to smile and be the face of the family, a tiring job that Amin had to shoulder growing up as well. He remembered having to wear a ‘good boy face’ and endure the same tired questions by his father’s flock, knowing good and well that they were really just digging around the edges of his father’s family life to make sure that his old man’s home life matched his pulpit rhetoric. 
Amin sat on the sofa, about to flick through television channels when his phone rang. Seeing that it was Bug, he picked up. “What’s up man? You miss me already?” Amin asked.
“Yeah, miss you like syphilis,” Bug shot back. “What you doin’? Watching your old man write his sermon?” Knowing that was what Amin had done a lot of in his youth.
“Pretty much,” Amin said. “Ain’t much changed, if you know what I mean.”
“Well there’s a few things that have,” Bug said. “There’s a new club opened up and I’m about to check it out. Was thinking we could go … got a couple of lovelies that said they gonna meet us there at ten.”
“Us? Who you talking about?” Amin asked.
“Us, as in you and me motherfucker,” Bug said.
“I don’t know,” Amin said slowly, then looked at his father who was still busy writing, knowing that he’d be going to bed soon but would be consumed in his sermon until then. He quickly ran through his options, knowing he’d be bored shit for the rest of the night, flicking through bad tv shows on basic cable. He finally relented, “Yeah … I can do that,” he told Bug.
“Cool … see you there at eleven,” Bug replied, then added, “And don’t come looking like you some Ralph-motherfuckin-Lauren model either. Dress like you wanna get lucky,” Bug said laughing, then hung up.
Two hours later Amin showered again, put on a pair of tight, strait legged jeans and a black turtleneck, to ward off the evening chill. He looked at himself in the mirror. “Darth Amin,” he said to himself, admiring his looks … which were in fact, admirable. He made it to the club a few minutes after 11:00 p.m., taking an Uber instead of driving. Leaving a club late at night - while black - was still something he was careful about. Though his father still had some clout, he also knew that cops on the night shift did stuff they normally wouldn’t do in broad daylight. 
When his driver pulled up to the club, Amin’s shoulders sagged as he saw the line, stretched around the tall mid-town building. He knew the club had a rooftop bar and was going to be popular, just not this popular. He pulled out his phone and texted Bug that he was getting in line, after searching a sea of faces and not finding his friend.
A few minutes later a large, heavily muscled man with a form fitting t-shirt - ‘Staff’ emblazoned on the front - walked by him and then stopped. “You A’men?” He asked, pronouncing his name with enough confusion to show up as braille wrinkles on his slick black head.
Amin nodded and the bouncer motioned him to step out of line and follow him. The man led Amin to the elevator and stopped before pushing the button. He raised his eyebrows at Amin, then looked down at his hand. Amin quickly grabbed a twenty dollar bill out of his wallet and discreetly put it in the man’s hand after shaking it and saying thank you. The bouncer looked at it approvingly, then said “Have a good evening brother. I’m James if you need anything,” then turned and walked back toward the crowd.
Amin found Bug at a table in the corner. Based on Bug’s business dealings, he always had a corner table with clear line of sight to the entrance. He had two beautiful women with him, both looked like they’d walked out of a magazine. One of the women had rich ebony skin, the other - equally lovely - appeared to be of Asian and African American heritage he surmised.
“If it ain’t Ralph-motherfuckin-Lauren,” Bug said, motioning for him to slide into the booth. “A’men, this is Mercedes and Porsche … ladies, this fine black specimen is A’men.” 
The two ladies had been looking him over, but wrinkled their faces when they heard his name. “That your real name?” Mercedes asked, curiously.
“Close enough,” Amin said, then flicked his fingers, motioning them to slide over, dropping into his Atlanta accent. “Let me slide on into this fine German car dealership,” he said, sitting down and motioning for a drink.
Amin chatted up the two girls while Bug made like he owned the place, buying bottles of champagne for the table and for friends who were there. By the number of champagne bottles Bug was slinging around, it was evident to Amin that Bug had a lot of new ‘friends.’ During conversation, Bug would occasionally throw in references to their past life … growing up and the other stuff, laughing at his own jokes and generally having a better time than Amin had known him to have. Amin didn’t have Luke’s ability to read people … hell, no one did, but he had become a lot more situationally aware by being around Luke, and certainly lately since he’d had almost been shot by an Organization member. It occurred to him that Bug was a little nervous, laughing a bit too hard and being more obvious than usual. He chalked it up to time … time he’d been in living in Vegas, away from his old friends. He’d changed a lot in a short period of time and assumed Bug had too. 
After a few hours of dancing periodically to the mash up of electronic music with Mercedes - at least that who he thought she was - Amin finally had alone-time with Bug while the ladies danced with each other and showed off their moves. “Glad you came out man,” Bug said, his head moving almost imperceptibly to the beat.
“Yeah, me too,” Amin said, then quickly pivoted. “You said something earlier today … something about shit with my old man. What’d you mean by that?” Amin asked.
“Hell I didn’t mean to say nothin’ about all that,” he said dismissively, pointing his finger at a friend, a few tables over, who pointed back.
“Don’t make me ask again,” Amin said, almost as if he was joking, but clearly wasn’t.
“Your Daddy’s church, man. That’s all. Ain’t nothing you ain’t heard.” Bug replied.
Amin scratched his head. “I ain’t heard shit. Why don’t you enlighten me?” He said.
Bug looked at him as though he’d just caught a whiff of ass. “What … you ain’t heard?” Amin just stared back at him and Bug continued, “I don’t think it’s nothing, but there was just some rumors around about money problems, that’s all.”
Amin thought about it. He’d known in the past there had been times where the donation plate was lighter than usual, but his father led the finance committee and normally everything worked out. The church was undergoing a facelift and also knew that the congregation had grown. As far as churches go, his father’s was in better financial shape than most. He was about to ask a followup question when Mercedes and Porsche came back to the table. 
Mercedes grabbed his hand and pulled him up. He thought she just wanted to dance some more, but instead led him past the dance floor through the exit into the vestibule of the common area. She pushed him against the wall and gave him a slow, deep kiss, then pulled out a hotel room key and smiled, “I have some other ideas … if you’d like to hear about them,” she said demurely. 
Amin looked at the room key, then back at his date. “I’m all ears, girl,” he said, then walked across the street with her to the hotel.

Chapter 15 
Highly Sexual Human
Bahamas
Luke made it back to the house at midnight, after having walked the beach for an hour or so after Chas had stormed off. He sat in a lounge chair by the pool, in the darkness, trying to muster up the courage to face Chas again and apologize … something he’d never been very good at. He didn’t have to wait long, hearing the door to the living room open and then the flick of a disposable lighter. He saw her walking toward the lounge chairs, somewhat startled when he said “Hey.”
She took a drag off her cigarette, blew out the smoke and said, “Yeah … hey,” sarcastically.
“Since when do you smoke?” Luke asked, sitting up to hang his legs off the side of the chaise.
“Since I started dating an asshole,” she said, sitting down on the chaise next to his.
“Ughh, about that … the dinner thing …”
She cut him off. “Don’t worry, I’m not looking for an apology. I know you don’t do that,” she said, her features becoming clearer in the moonlight.
“I wasn’t going to apologize,” Luke said abruptly, then caught himself. “Fuck. Fine … maybe I was going to apologize, but I definitely wanted to explain too,” he said, softening his tone.
His sincerity caught Chas off guard. “Hmm, this ought to be interesting,” she thought. “Go ahead … I’m listening.” 
“Look … I am sorry about the Quan thing I said earlier. Actually about all the times I’ve said it. I’m not saying I haven’t been an asshole …”
She quickly interrupted him, “You mean a dick. A dick is a lot worse than an asshole, by the way.”
He shook his head in mild annoyance, “Fine. A dick … whatever. All I was attempting to say was that yeah, in the past I most probably have been ...” he paused for a moment, then finished his sentence, “A dick. I was always wired that way for the most part, but maybe after the lightning strike, I got a little worse.”
Chas knew about the childhood lightning strike, but not the Neural Acceleration experiment. The only AG person that knew about that was Rhodes, and he never said anything. Actually the only things that Rhodes ever said to any of the team members were ‘dick-like’ too. “Maybe that buzz-cut bastard was hit by lightning too?” Luke thought to himself, then continued, “But all that aside, the last six months have been pretty out of hand. I think you’d at least agree to that,” he said, tying his hair back in a ponytail to get it out of his face.
“I’m aware,” she said, not giving him much to work with … other than enough rope to verbally hang himself with.
“I may have mentioned Quan a time or two,” he said, before getting cut off.
“That’s fucking putting it mildly,” she interjected.
“But,” he continued, “There’s more to it. Like the time we first met.”
“Go on,” she said.
“I was an assignment for you … a smoking hot awesome one for sure, but an assignment.” Chas rolled her eyes as Luke continued, “The thing is, the sex thing we had at first - though I was sloppy assed drunk - was part of your assignment. I can only imagine that you’ve had plenty of other assignments like mine over the years, and yeah … maybe it’s my fragile male ego, but it does bother me a bit and I just haven’t said anything,” he said, letting out a deep breath.
Chas looked hard at her cigarette, then tossed it in the pool. “You wanna take a picture of that to send to the guy that owns this place?” She asked sarcastically, trying to lighten the mood before turning serious again. “Ok … that’s fair,” she said, pausing to collect her thoughts, or at least find a good starting point. “Yes, you were an ‘assignment,’ but that didn’t include fucking you. I don’t know if you remember, but the night we met at the bar, we had really amazing conversation.”
It was now Luke’s turn to look confused. “Actually, I don’t remember shit about that night,” he said. “I was drugged up and woke up in my office with your thong around my neck,” at least that’s all I know.”
“You don’t think I did that? Drugged you up and date-raped you, do you?” She asked, genuinely confused.
“Well, yeah. Actually I did,” he replied.
“Oh … that’s starting to make a little sense, even in your fucked up way,” she said, having an epiphany of her own. Luke was about to speak when she put her hand up. “No is the answer. No, I didn’t drug you, and no I didn’t take advantage of you, and no … having sex with you was never part of my assignment. Damn,” she said, “I can’t believe you don’t remember the two hour conversation we had. It was awesome.”
He shook his head vigorously, ponytail flopping around on his shoulders like a dead fish.
“Look,” she said, “You may need one of these,” tossing the cigarette pack and lighter to him. “Looks like there’s some things you need to know about me and how we met,” she said.
He looked at the smokes with disgust, but took one out anyway and lit it. “Hold on,” he said, getting up walking into the living room, trailing smoke only to return with two tumblers of scotch. “From the sound of things, I think we may need these too,” he said.
________________
 
Las Vegas 
It took twenty minutes for Beth to travel the thirteen miles from the Las Vegas strip to The Ridges, an exclusive residential area near Redrock where Jack Glasser’s home was located. It was 10:00 p.m. and she drove slowly, not wanting to accidentally hit an evening jogger or call attention to herself. Getting to Jack’s house meant traversing a series of switch-backs … his was in the most exclusive area of an already exclusive area, home to wealthy casino executives and entertainers who were a bit long in the tooth. There was an empty lot on the ridge opposite of Jack’s house where one and a half years ago she had snuck in through the heavy underbrush … using the opposite ridge line to surveil his house when he first became her assignment. 
Her radar pinged an ‘8,’ seeing a nondescript minivan parked on the street in front of the empty lot. “Yeah, right. A plumber’s out this time of night in that spot … sheer coincidence,” she thought, knowing that in her business, coincidences didn’t exist. She slowed upon seeing it, timing her drive by the minivan with a car approaching from the opposite direction. She was smart, and by doing that, used the light from the oncoming vehicle to gain some level of visibility inside the van’s darkened windows. She raised her eyebrows as she passed, having seen all she needed to thanks to the light of the approaching car. Clearly visible inside the van was the outline of a tripod, with a small camera pointed across the ridge toward Jack’s house. 
_______________
Bahamas
Luke took as sip of scotch. “OK, let’s have it,” he said to Chastity. The build up was killing him.
“Ok, quick backstory … full disclosure,” she said. Luke almost rolled his eyes, but managed to keep them still in their sockets. Chas continued, “Yes, I’m a highly sexual human. It is who I am and I’m certainly not ashamed of it. I’m also fairly picky … most times, but that’s really not important or any of your business.” She bit her lip as if trying to decide where to go next after her previous pronouncement. “Shit,” she finally said. “If you and I are working at AG, I’m assuming that you had to sign the same ‘threat of death’ nondisclosure that I had to.” Luke nodded and she continued, “I came to AG via the Central Intelligence Agency,” she paused letting it sink in. “The short story … the very short story is that I was part of an operation in eastern Europe focused on human trafficking. My cover was a madam of sorts, finding girls for some of the larger criminal organizations. We had uncovered a network of high end prostitutes, all held against their will … families threatened … you get the picture. The girls were tasked with gaining information from their love interests - high level execs and government officials - through pillow talk and extortion. As you can imagine, being in that world and around those people, I had things done to me against my will, and things I had to do to keep my cover intact. Honestly, I really don’t like thinking about them,” she said gauging her audience. 
Luke swallowed hard at the revelation, desperately struggling to keep his nonverbal from giving his true feelings away. Trying to dismiss the emotional knot that had made his way up his gut and settled into his throat, and the desire to jump up, get the jet and go kick the shit out of those who had hurt her. He took a deep breath, and in the process his eyes visibly softened.
Chas continued. “The problem was … well, the real problem was, that my superiors had no intention of breaking up the human trafficking ring or even helping the girls return home. They just wanted to piggy back on their human suffering to gain intel on the same assholes for the same reasons … to co-opt them into handing over secrets to them as well. It …,” she paused, “Didn’t sit well with me. After putting a gun to my supervisor’s head and going ballistic, I found myself kicked to the curb and moved into the government bureaucracy to pay my penance … at the Department of Agriculture. The real Department of AG. That’s where Rhodes found me.”
Luke’s gaze never wavered, unconsciously determining whether or not she was being truthful. He’d could hell that she was. He finally spoke, “Why you? That seems like a long way from Indiana University,” he said.
She looked startled, “How the hell do you know I went to school there?” She asked.
Luke didn’t want to explain. It would be hard for him even if he could. There was so much information crammed into his head from Quan’s experiment and his own native intuition, that trying to deconstruct exactly ‘how’ he knew she’d gone to school there would be nearly impossible. “Let’s just say I’m observant,” he said, then pressed on. “Why did they pick you? The CIA, that is?” 
She shook her head slightly, still not wanting to let go of her question and even more intrigued by her lover of late, but answered anyway. “Because I know languages. Russian specifically, which is what most of the girls spoke, even if they only had a rudimentary knowledge.”
“Eto chertovski seksual’no,” Luke said, Russian for “That’s sexy as fuck.”
She did a double take as she translated his words in her head quickly. “Oh man, don’t tell me you speak Russian too? What the hell?”
“Yeah, I speak a few languages … picked up over the years,” not wanting to tell her that during his Acceleration year, Quan had poured at least twenty languages in his head. He got up from his lounge chair, walked over and sat down beside her. He stroked her hair and said, “There’s something else I need to tell you,” then whispered, “YA lyublyu tebya.”
Her eyes widened and she leaned in to kiss him. “I love you too,” she said, softly.

Chapter 16
Did You Love Me?
Las Vegas
Beth made it to the backdoor of Jack’s monstrous house, the entrance near the kitchen, off the pool. She’d parked her car on the street, several houses up from Jack’s, jumped a fence and come around the back. She felt as if she’d walked through a mine-field, watching her every step, to avoid being seen by whoever it was still surveilling the house. “Organization?” She wondered. She quickly remembered what Gomes, the virus scientist said before she’d killed him … that there were ‘others’ shadowing Jack too … possibly tied to some unknown entity. Possibly law enforcement. “Maybe I should find out,” she thought as she unlocked the door with a key she still had.
Jack lay in his bed and lifted his head slightly when he heard the faint sound of a door closing downstairs. It would have been imperceptible to anyone else but him, but he knew every creak and groan of the monstrous beast of a house and certainly knew the soft click of his kitchen door. He sat for a moment, not scared, but pensive. After having nearly died … twice, and being the target of the Organization, interestingly enough, fear wasn’t in his muscle memory anymore. But curiosity was, and curiosity won out. He crept down the hall and made it halfway down the stairs when he heard the familiar sound of the water dispenser on the refrigerator door. He walked in the kitchen slowly to find Beth, standing by the large kitchen island, elbows propped on the granite counter top as if tired, sipping a glass of water. 
“Sorry, didn’t realize you’d be here,” Beth said, slightly taken aback, turning her head toward him.
Jack didn’t have Luke’s poker face and certainly couldn’t hide his obvious confusion. “What are you doing here?” He asked, the undertone of his question immediately known to Beth.
She walked over, looking at Jack, seeing his body slightly tense. She studied him for a long moment and smiled a sad smile. “No, I’m not here for that. I told you it would never be me,” she said.
He tried to speak, to ask another question, but she put her finger to his lips. “We need to talk,” she said as she nodded to the sofa in the den nearby. 
He followed her and sat on the sofa, perpendicular to her. “Ok … what do we need to talk about?” He asked, curious about why she was there, if not to kill him.
“Sorry about just showing up. Like I said, I didn’t think you’d be her.
“Yeah … so again, why are you here?” Jack prodded.
Beth blew out a deep breath and scanned the ceiling, as if teasing out her own thoughts. After a few long beats she said, “There’s stuff that’s come to light … stuff about my past,” she said, but was cut off.
“What past is that?” Jack interrupted. “About the Organization? Or why you shot Sarina Green in my entryway?” Jack said, becoming annoyed with her calm demeanor and late night intrusion.
She rubbed her face and pulled back her hair, exposing her near flawless features. The lone flaw - a slight bruise under her left eye - where the make up used to cover it up was fading away at the edges. “That …” she finally said, referring to Sarina, “That wasn’t planned, but Sarina had to go. As soon as she saw me sending you the paperwork from Gomes, she had to go.”
Jack was puzzled. “Why? Didn’t she work with you?” Careful to use the past tense, not alluding to the fact that Sarina Green was still alive.
“Yeah, she did. But you have to understand that my employer was concerned about a financial algorithm you were using … or at least thought you were using or thought you developed,” she said slowly, not wanting to mention the name of the Organization. “You were still considered a threat, and me sharing information with you - much less helping you out with Luke - wouldn’t have looked good for me. It certainly wouldn’t have helped you … would’ve only made it worse.”
“Am I still considered a threat?” He asked.
“Not to me,” she said, “But to others? Maybe. That said, they’ve told me they’ll back off. 
Jack considered this, the went back to Sarina, “So you killed her for me?” He asked, trying to make sense of it. Beth just nodded. “Who are you … really?” He finally asked.
“That’s a complicated question,” she said. “There’s a lot I can’t and won’t tell you. But what I can tell you is what I found out … what I remembered and why I came here.” 
Jack looked intently, then relaxed a bit on the sofa. “Ok … tell me,” he said.
She drew a deep breath, "I’m Croatian. I survived the Podujevo massacre in Albania as a young girl. I knew how my mother died … raped to death while I watched.”
Jack gasped involuntarily, “Oh God … I’m so sorry,” he said.
She waived off the comment, not wanting to get tripped up by her emotions before she could reach the finish line. “I’ve learned to live with that,” she paused and continued, “Rather, I’ve managed to live with that. But since our last call, I’ve taken a break from my occupation, like I told you I was going to do. Hell, I even started therapy,” she said with a sardonic laugh, “But it wasn’t until someone tried to rape me a few days ago, that I realized all that happened to me.” She stopped, visibly emotional and fighting the lump in her throat. “What was done to me as a child was unimaginable,” she finally said, looking down at the floor.
Jack’s mind was swirling, and seeing Beth - the most emotionally guarded woman he’d ever met - near tears and her voice quaking, made his body heave slightly, fighting back tears himself. He couldn’t help himself. He got up from the sofa and sat beside her and touched her shoulder. She looked up at him, her eyes glistening with suppressed tears and hugged him deeply.
After a long moment, they finally relinquished their embrace. “Are you OK,” Jack asked. How bad were you hurt?”
She shook her head, then pointed to her bruised eye. “This was all that happened. That’s the other part about me, the part that I can’t talk about. Let’s just say in that part of my world, what he wanted to do to me … that will never happen.” She said, her eyes betraying a deep ferocity when she spoke.
Jack sat back and thought about what she’d said, and quickly pivoted. “So that part of your world … the part that wants me dead … if you’re not here to do it, what are you here for? To warn me or something?”
“No. No warnings needed. You’re safe. At least for the time being,” she said. 
“Until when? Until you change your mind? Until they get someone else to come after me?” Jack asked.
“No, until I’m dead or something happens to me,” she said. It was her turn to pivot, “I read your diary … in your hidden room,” she said, turning to him.
He nodded, “I remember you saying that.”
“Did you really love me?” She asked.
He ran his fingers through his long curly hair and rubbed his scalp, hoping the tingling he felt creeping down his face would stop. He remembered back when they’d first met. Everything about her was electric and yes … at the time he did love her. But she was a killer … a tragically damaged woman, but a killer. How could he ever reconcile that? Before he could formulate a complicated answer to the questions that swirled in his head, he looked at her and said heavily, “Yes, I did."
It was her turn to rub her head. “Wow,” she said. “So you don’t even lie to your diary?” She said with a hollow laugh, then turned serious again. “You said you knew I was damaged … said that my demons were overtaking my better angels,” she paused. “You couldn’t have been more right. Until recently, I didn’t know what those inner demons were. But you loved me anyway? With all that?” She asked, searchingly.
Jack nodded. “Yeah, I did.”
“But why?” She interjected. “How? I was such an asshole.”
“You may be a good actress … world class,” Jack said, referring to the part of her world that was off limits, “But, after nearly a year, you can’t hide everything. I thought there were parts of you that were damaged, but not beyond repair,” he said. He tilted his head as if remembering something, “I think the real question is, “Did you love me?”
She hadn’t prepared herself for this question, though she’d thought about it quite a bit. “You were a job at first. Just a job. But truthfully … and I’ve thought about it quite a bit. I started sabotaging our relationship - my job I think - because, yeah … I really did begin to have feelings for you. Deep feelings,” she said.
Jack shrugged his shoulders and rubbed his face. Beth got up from the couch and stood in front of him. She stroked his hair and lifted his chin. “It’s been a long day, and I’m tired,” she said. She took his hand and gently pulled him up from the sofa, and rested her forehead on his chest. “I need to go to bed. We can finish this conversation in the morning,” she said softly, then led him upstairs to his bedroom.
Day 3
Sunday

Chapter 17
Redneck Poultry
Jack woke up the next morning at 6:00 a.m., his normal time, and looked at the passenger side of the bed. Beth was still sleeping. He could see the soft rise and fall of the sheets as she breathed deeply. He rubbed his eyes and did a quick double-take, making sure that he wasn’t in some sort of waking dream. He got up quietly, not to disturb her, and went downstairs to make coffee.
He popped the darkest pod of Keurig coffee he could find into the machine and waited for the water to heat up and deliver his liquid clarity. He thought about Beth and what had transpired only hours ago … her showing up unexpectedly and their lovemaking. She was the old Beth, the original Beth, but different. She had none of the hallmark sarcastic bitchiness that she’d developed over the last few months of their relationship, but was more like she was when they met. She was authentic now … or at least appeared to be. He had none of Luke’s ability to read people, but like others in Luke’s orbit, his skills at noticing subtle things - especially in people - had gotten better. He couldn’t tell if she was lying, but she certainly seemed sincere. That sincerity and authenticity was on display the previous night. They had made love slowly at first, as if gaining their emotional balance, then passionately. More passionately than he’d remembered. Being with her the night before wasn’t like being with the ‘old’ Beth … it was like being with the original Beth, only one hundred times better.
“You have another one of those?” Beth asked, as she walked up to him and kissed his cheek. “Correction,” she said, “You have three or four more of those? I think it’s going to be one of those days,” she said, rubbing her eyes. She was dressed in her underwear, barefoot and wearing one of Jack’s t-shirts that looked like a short dress on her. 
If she felt uncomfortable about what had happened the night before, she didn’t show it. She was relaxed and even joked a bit as they sipped coffee … about Jack’s morning habits of the past and her own idiosyncrasies when they were dating. Jack was enjoying the light banter, while simultaneously having a difficult time reconciling what he knew about her, or at least what he thought he knew about her. It must of shown on his face.
“You OK?” She asked, picking up on his non-verbal.
“Yeah … I’m OK, but you have to admit, this is weird as fuck,” he finally said.
She nodded. “Yeah, I’ll give you that,” she said, lifting her coffee cup in an ‘air toast.’
They sat silently for a long moment, sipping their coffee. Each seemingly lost in thought, turning over the ‘what next’ in their heads. Jack broke the silence. “You said you didn’t know I’d be here. What did you actually come here for?” He asked.
She took another sip of coffee and wrinkled her brow and held up a finger. She quickly went upstairs, then came back with a USB stick and laid it on the island. “This is why I came back … a long shot, I guess,” she said, tapping the small black plastic device.
Jack looked at her inquisitively. “Ok, I still don’t get it.”
She rubbed her face, trying to figure out what to say. “Your room. The one downstairs. Was I right about it?” She asked. Jack shrugged his shoulders in reply, not really knowing how to answer the question. She continued, “Was I right that you put yourself under, then just blast information into your head … then somehow make sense of it?”
He took another pull from his coffee cup. “Yeah. That’s about it, in a nutshell. That’s why you’re here?” He asked, with a slight hint of disbelief.
“Yeah. That and this,” she said, pointing to the thumb drive. “I’ve looked through this,” she said, picking up the drive and eying it. “There’s too much information on it and I can’t make sense of it all. It would take me years, even if I could. Others have spent years trying to fit all of the pieces together and haven’t made much headway. I don’t have a lot of time. I thought if I loaded this into your machine, maybe it would make sense to me. Maybe I could figure it out.”
“That’s a really bad idea,” he said slowly, trying to parse his words in his head before explaining. “Look, you basically have the process right, but there’s more. You remember me telling you about the lighting strike?” She nodded her head and he continued. “It was that jolt that made it possible.”
“How?” She asked.
“Beats me,” Jack said with a shrug. “Luke and I have come to the conclusion that the strike broke down some neural barriers so that we could take it … I think,” Jack replied, still a bit unsure.
“So, it works for Luke too?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Don’t know. He won’t do it. He thinks it’s basically like deep frying a turkey. Says that if he does it, he’ll end up like redneck poultry … his mind blowing up and a ‘Florida man’ byline in the news.”
Beth laughed, then pivoted. “Shit, he really won’t do it? I mean, it’s Luke … knowing him, I thought he’d be all over it,” she said, somewhat jokingly. Then added, “But there’s a possibility it could work for me?” She asked.
“Believe it or not, Luke does have boundaries. That aside, I seriously doubt it’ll work on you. We tried it on someone else,” he said, not wanting to mention that it was Quan, “The guy we tried it on started to seize three minutes in … he’s also had problems with periodic seizures ever sense. Besides, none of the information he was blasted with stuck. He didn’t remember a thing and ended up fucked up.” Jack couldn’t help notice her face fall from hope to despair. “What’s on it? What’s so important?” He asked, referred to the drive.
“What I told you about last night ... what happened to me. The people responsible are in there. Somewhere,” she said, pointing to the thumb drive again.
“And you want to find them?” Jack asked slowly. Beth nodded and Jack continued, “And what will you do if you can find them … assuming that’s even possible?”
Beth stared blankly at him. Her look said it all. Jack thought about what she’d told him the night before. Then slowly realized that if it were him, or someone he loved, he’d want the same thing. He finally spoke, picking up the small drive, “Let me take a look … maybe I can help.”
________________
Atlanta
Amin’s Uber dropped him off at his parents home around 9:00 a.m., wearing a smile that could light up midtown. He walked to the side door to enter in through the kitchen and glanced over at the lot next door, occupied by his father’s church. His parents lived in the parsonage - technically the same lot as the old church - for years, never wanting to move even though the house was small and no one would have thought twice about them vacating it for a bigger space. The house could have easily been repurposed into a church facility, but his father always resisted his wife’s and son’s suggestions that they move. “This is where I need to be … close to the people,” his father would say. Amin was immediately greeted with the sounds of circular saws and nail guns - weapons of mass reconstruction - wielded by the carpenters who were busy providing the much needed face-lift for the old church building. 
Walking in the kitchen door, he was greeted with a stern look from his father. “You ain’t no morning person, so wipe that smile off your face,” his father said. “What brings you in this time of day,” his father said, looking at the clock. “You finished cat’n around?”
Amin felt like a kid again, buckling under the weight of his father’s stare. Technically he was a grown-ass man, but seeing the look on his father’s face, he shrunk.
“Spent the night at Bug’s. Had a couple of drinks. You know, it was late and didn’t want to meet up with any police officers if I didn’t have to,” Amin said, copping to the drinks - which his father disapproved of - but not wanting to mention having spent the night with a beautiful girl and having pre-marital sex … a lot of pre-marital sex. The drinking his father would let slide, sort of. But confessing his carnal activities would have caused a shit-storm and inspired a sermon followed by a whole lot of praying on Amin’s behalf.
His father cut his eyes, not quite believing his story, but settled into his tried and true strategy of blissful ignorance when it came to his son’s activities. “I got to run out,” his father said. “I’m taking your mother to the doctor. If you can help move those boxes up to the attic, I’d appreciate it,” his father said.
Amin looked at the boxes in the corner, then cocked his head toward the heavens in an effort to see through the ceiling into the attic above. He offered his father a fake smile, not thrilled about having to crawl in the attic and through all of the other junk that was tossed up there. “No problem, I’ll get it done,” he said.
Amin’s parent’s house always inspired a bout of slight claustrophobia for him. His parent’s were old school and never had much growing up. They technically weren’t hoarders but certainly had the ‘leaning’s’ as his father would say … usually about people with certain tendencies, referring to sinful behavior, mostly. 
After his parents left, he found the rope in the ceiling and pulled down the attic access panel, unfolding the creaky ladder-stair attached to it. He heard the treads groan as he climbed up and poked his head in the attic. “Damn, ten pounds of shit in a five pound bag,” he muttered, looking around for space to put the boxes still stacked in the kitchen. He changed his clothes, went back up and rearranged boxes in one corner of the attic, which took three hours of configuring and reconfiguring, then hauled the three large boxes into the boneyard above the ceiling, wondering how the roof hadn’t collapsed already under the weight of years of accumulation.
When he finally finished he was sweaty and beat. He made himself a ham sandwich and sat down at the dining table, with a glass of strong iced tea. He ate quietly, lost in thought, thinking about his previous nights activities with Mercedes. Apparently she was thinking about him too … his phone buzzed with a text from her basically saying thanks for the nice night and hitting him up for a rematch that evening. He grinned as he texted ‘absolutely,’ the smile on his face so big it hurt.
Having finished his meal, he pushed his plate forward, accidentally knocking his father’s spiral notebook off the table. When he picked it up, a picture fell out. He put the notebook back on the table and looked at the picture, raising his eyebrows. The picture was of a young woman … a good looking young woman, about Amin’s age. She was pictured in a sexy dress, sporting a coquettish expression. The note on the back of the picture was inscribed, “For my main man.” Looking at the picture, it was Amin’s turn to make a disapproving face. He looked at the picture again, then shook his head. “That can’t be right,” he said. Then was suddenly embarrassed of his initial thoughts … that his father would have an affair or even be capable of it. “Probably some young sinner he helped out of a jam,” he said to himself. He put the picture back in the notebook, took a shower and a nap, tired from his sleepless night with Mercedes and crawling around his parent’s attic.

Chapter 18
The Fun Part
Las Vegas
Jack picked up the television remote control in the large hallway off of his garage. It was on a small table in the middle of two club chairs with a large television mounted opposite the chairs on a wood slat wall. The area was off of a large bathroom … more like a spa than a bathroom, with a steam room, hot tub sunk in the middle as well as two large showers. There was access to the spa room from the vestibule where Jack and Beth were standing, as well as the garage and the gym. The gym was big housed a half-court basketball court, a variety of exercise machines, and free weights on the perimeter.
He punched in the often used code on the remote control, but instead of the TV coming to life, they heard a soft click and door on the TV wall opened slightly. 
Beth looked at him after he entered the code. “My fake birthday … that was an eye opener for me last time,” she said offhandedly, referring to the fact that her birthday - or at least what Jack thought was her birthday - was in fact the code to open the door to the secret room.
Jack shot her a look, “Fake birthday … Really?” 
Beth gave him a slightly pained look, raised her eyebrows and shrugged.
“Whatever,” Jack said, realizing that he wasn’t really pissed and would’ve suspected it anyway, even if he’d given it much thought. “Seemed like the thing to do at the time,” he said. He ran his hand down the inside of the hidden door casing, pressed a button and pulled the door open. He stepped inside and turned on the light … nothing more than a small desk lamp that struggled to illuminate the space.
Beth stepped in behind him. “This is pretty crazy,” she said, taking it all in again.
He stepped back out to the hallway and picked up his laptop which he’d left on one of the chairs, then placed it on his desk and inserted the USB stick. “Let’s see what we’re working with,” he said, firing up the computer and watching the files pop up. Beth stood over him silently as he sifted through it all. After twenty minutes of scouring the files, his face turned red … enough for her to notice.
“What? What’s wrong?” She asked.
Jack sat staring at a set of documents, interspersed with symbols … Nordic runes, scattered throughout the pages that looked as if they were used to redact certain elements of the document. He’d seen them before and now the hair on the back of his neck was standing at full attention. They were the same symbols on the files that were back at AG … the original treasure trove of information that started Rhodes and the President on the hunt for the Organization.
He shook his head, as if confused. “What are these symbols?” He asked, trying to pivot from his obvious physical response upon seeing them.
“No clue … looks like someone with a flair for decorating decided to use them to redact certain words or sentences,” she said. 
Jack nodded, that was the same conclusion he’d come up with … initially. “A lot of it is in Cyrillic,” he noted.
“Is that a problem?” She asked.
Jack shook his head, “Shouldn’t be. I can read it and understand it,” he said, knowing that Quan dumped so much information in his mind that he’d be on autopilot … that gleaning some understanding wouldn’t be a problem. That was if any of it was remotely comprehensible, but that was a big ‘if.’ He stared at it a while longer. What he needed was context. What he was looking at wouldn’t fill nearly enough information streams for him to make sense of it all. To Beth … or the average person, the information he was staring at was a lot to digest. For him, it wasn’t much at all. He needed more. “I need more information,” he said blankly.
“What are you talking about? That’s too much as it is,” she said with a puzzled look.
Jack didn’t want to get into it. In some weird way it would feel like bragging. “It’s context that I need. I’m assuming that these fine gentlemen here,” he said pointing at the pictures - more like mugshots - actually, “That if there’s information in the files about them I’ll find it. But what I’m really looking for is more data around the time period of your,” he paused, “Your ‘event,’ and anything else that might help point me in the right direction.”
“Scorpion Brigade,” she said. “Put that in.”
He nodded. “Just the set up might take a while. You mind grabbing me a cup of coffee?” He asked.
She nodded and went back to the kitchen to get it. Jack leaned back in his chair and stared into space, something he did often. Partly to relax and partly to flip through his complex mental files that housed as much information as a Google datacenter. He recalled the Podujevo massacre … he’d known it as soon as Beth had said it the previous evening, and started flipping through the pages of his mental file cabinet to come up with additional key words for his web scraping tool. He only had space for forty eight keywords to search, but then again, under each keyword, hundreds of thousands of web and dark web pages would be searched. The sheer volume of information that would be pumped into his head was unfathomable.
Beth came back with the coffee. “Whattaya think?” She asked.
“I think it’ll be a bit dodgy, but we may be getting somewhere,” he said, noticing the unique alpha-numeric code on the top of nearly all of the papers written in Cyrillic. “Do you know what these mean?” He asked, pointed to the digits on his computer screen. She shook her head. He continued, “Why the fuck not then,” he said under his breath, “we’ll put them in as well,” mentally noting that there were missing pages based on the numbering system … that he may be lucky enough to find those that weren’t there. 
For a normal person to come up with keywords, then likely databases and sites to search, would take months of trial and error. The true benefit of having been ‘Accelerated’ for a year, was that he didn’t have to hunt and peck for likely places to look, they were in his head. As he typed in his keywords and database priorities, he quietly marveled at how everything was just ‘there,’ in his head, waiting to be recalled instantly. He never ceased to be amazed at what was contained in his head and what his mind could do.
After two hours of thinking and typing, then retyping, he said, “I think we’re good. Or at least as good as we’re gonna get.”
Beth raised her eyebrows. “Really?”
“Now, the fun part,” Jack said sarcastically. “This is where the shit hits the mental fan,” he said, walking over to his dental chair and checking his blood pressure cuff and blood oxygenation sensor to make sure they were connected and in working order. They were fail-safes in the event his body started shutting down from the trauma that would soon be inflicted on his mind.
“Ok,” she said slowly. What do I need to do?” She asked.
“Nothing … and I mean nothing. It’s not going to look pretty. I may be under sedation, but I’ll probably make noises, shout, scream, you name it … but don’t touch me or do anything. It’s just part of the process and can be weird … scary even I guess,” he said thoughtfully.
She stepped back and looked at him, standing by his chair, thinking of what he’d just said. For some reason, she was scared. She bit her lip and nodded her head, unsure of what she was about to witness. 

Chapter 19
Change the NAP
Bahamas
Chas and Luke lay on pool floats in the large pool off of the den, complete with a clear view of the adjacent golf course and the ocean beyond. The sky was a crystalline blue and the temperature was a perfect seventy-eight degrees. Luke occasionally would reach down into the cool water and pick up a cigarette butt floating in the pool … each one a little memory of the conversation he and Chastity had the previous night. He flicked them in hedge outlining the pool deck as Bosco occasionally lifted his head to see what Luke was up to. Luke stared at Bosco … the dog was chilling too, his front paws on the second step of the wide concrete steps descending into the pool the rest of his body floating in the water. He could do that for hours.
Chastity raised her sunglasses and looked at Bosco, then back at Luke. “That is one strange dog you have,” she said, with a smile. She’d grown to love Bosco too. “What’s he doing? He’s been hanging out like that for thirty minutes,” she said.
“He’s just cooling his junk off,” Luke said with a smirk. “Speaking of which …” he said, sliding off the float and touching bottom in the shallower end of the pool. “Mine could use a bit of cooling off after last night,” he winked.
“You really are twelve,” she said with a grin.
“You want anything?” he asked, making his way past Bosco, up the steps and toward the mini fridge under the lanai.
“Yeah, if there’s another spiked seltzer I’ll take it,” she said, then added, “Why don’t you ‘drop-trou’ while you’re at it and give me a viewing,” she said with a laugh.
“Damn, you really are Nastity, aren’t you?” Luke said, dropping his bathing suit.
After the brief viewing, Luke grabbed her seltzer and realized he was out of beer. He went back into the house and took several from the kitchen fridge. He couldn’t help but think about what had happened the night before … what he’d confessed - what she’d confessed - and how their sex had changed. Changed in a good way. He’d never thought she’d been holding back … their previous sexual endeavors would have made porn stars blush and take notes. But after last night, the heat had been turned up … way up. He smiled at the sex part, then quickly felt a knot in his throat like he’d swallowed a sex toy, thinking of the feelings he’d actually confessed to Chas. As he walked toward the pool - beer in hand - the knot in his throat dissipated. He stared at his lover floating in the pool, her auburn curls dancing on the water … her small white bikini barely able to contain her athletic figure.
“What you looking at big boy?” She asked, slyly.
“You, maybe …” he said with a grin.
“Luke’s in love, Luke’s in love,” she started saying, like a school yard taunt.
“Now who’s fucking twelve?” He asked, getting into the pool, and walking up to her float. He put her unopened can of seltzer on his own pool float along with his beer, then leaned down to kiss her while she removed her bikini top and slid into the pool.
________________
Las Vegas
Jack was just about to sit down in the Accelerator … his dentist chair from hell, when he stopped abruptly and walked back to his monitor feeds. He stood staring for a long moment.
“What? What’s wrong?” Beth asked.
He didn’t speak for a few beats, then sat down at his desk and started typing a few random strings of gibberish into his Acceleration feed. When he stopped, he said “I need to try something a little different.”
“Like what?” Beth asked, not really knowing anything about the process, but curious.
“Since we’re on a short time line, I’m going to change the NAP,” he said absently, still absorbed in thought.
“NAP?” Beth asked.
Jack shook his head apologetically. “Sorry … Neural Acceleration Protocol is what that means. The feed is part of it, but the timing is just as important.” He could tell that she was still confused. “The order in which I feed the beast,” he said pointing to his head, “Is as important as what I feed it. It’s all about efficiency. First I need to feed the files from your memory stick … need to know the players involved and the context around that particular time period … the relationship between it all. But that’s all historical, with no particular information about the ‘here and now.’ That’s what you’re looking for, right?” He asked.
Beth nodded appreciatively and Jack continued, “With that in mind, I’d need to do two sessions. One for the original data and one to hopefully find out where these people are now and their new connections. But,” he paused and scratched his head, “We don’t have time for that. I’m going to try something different … something new.”
“Which is what exactly?” She asked slowly.
“Tweaking the timing of sorts. I’m thinking of using a new feature … one that I haven’t really tested. But now seems to make sense,” he said slowly, without a lot of conviction.
“Ok, you’re killing me with the suspense. Tell me already,” she said.
“I’ve only done a double once,” he said, referring to two-in-one Acceleration session. “But it was for two completely different things. What I’m attempting to do … and the only ‘algorithm’ I actually have created,” he said referring to the Organization’s assumption that he had one for stock picking, “Is to grab the processed data from my head and create a new search stream from it … on the fly, without me having to do anything, then dynamically load that information into my NAP during the same session.”
“That sounds hard,” she muttered.
“Stupid hard,” Jack said offhandedly, then walked over to his chair and slid in. “Remember,” he said. “Whatever happens, don’t do a thing. Walk out, close your ears but don’t do anything. That includes shooting me to put me out of my misery,” he said with shit-eating half smile.
She grinned for the first time since being in the room. “I can’t guarantee that,” she said sarcastically.
Jack finished entering his timing and health related parameters, leaned back in the repurposed dentist chair and attached the blood pressure cuff, cardiac strap, and blood oxygen sensor to his finger, checking his vitals before going under. He pulled the custom headset from its cradle, where the old dental light once hung, and slipped it over his head, shoving his long mass of curly hair out of the way. The headset was one of his own creations and included multi-spectrum goggles along with noise cancelling headphones. He looked at Beth then said, “Here goes nothing,” as he pushed Start button on the console. A ten-minute timer flashed on the monitors, beginning the countdown, and a slight hissing sound emanated from a split tube attached to the chair. He grabbed the tube and gently placed it under his nose and began breathing nitrous oxide and isoflurane, strong anesthesia used in surgeries, then pulled the headset over his eyes. He felt the familiar lightheadedness that accompanied each “Neural Acceleration” outing and began to drift off.
He fell into a light dream state before unconsciousness set in and began to recall, in vivid detail, the event that set his current life in motion. The childhood recollection played inside his head, in spectacular detail, every session. The lightning strike was where it all started, and was the memory that always preceded his Acceleration ‘outings.’ It was the seminal event in his life that had set everything in motion … his current consulting business, showing up on the Organization’s radar, his current gig with AG and more importantly, his relationship with Beth who was now part of his past and future traumas. He saw himself running around the large Banyan tree in the front yard of his South Florida home, trying to keep Luke from kicking his ass over a grind up. Bosco was there too, running around thinking they were playing. Everything about that moment washed over him … the smell of their asphalt drive that had been baking in the heat, the sound of the large dry Banyan leaves crunching under his feet and the bruise colored clouds that loomed large over them. As always, he jerked in his chair upon hearing the sound of the near fatal cannon-blast … the lightning strike, then slipped off into darkness.
But the comforting darkness wouldn’t last long. It never did. Within seconds of his dream ending, Acceleration began. A tortuous stream of blinding light pushed past his eyelids … forty eight streams of intermingled visual data pummeled him as the familiar, yet horrifying sound of binary code, ripped through his headset. 
Beth sat still at his desk chair. She’d watched for ten minutes as Jack drifted off into a light slumber, seemingly at peace. She watched his features soften and smiled at how his curls dangled from the chair’s headrest. He was a beautiful man … not just physically, but intellectually and emotionally. A rare human who knew no malice, who was intrinsically good … someone that every person dreamed of being in a relationship with. One with whom she had been … then fucked it up.
She was jolted from her silent reverie when the ten minute timer flashed, then watched his sleep-like body violently shutter, his hands grabbing the armrest of the chair. Small pieces of the tattered vinyl armrest ripped off as he held on for dear life. She gasped and instinctive shot up, moving to him quickly, then remembered what he’d said … what he told her not to do. She moved away slowly, horrified as Jack arched his back in the chair, as if being electrocuted. She felt a tear slide down her face as she watched her lover torture himself to find answers … answers for her. She blinked hard, and gathered herself. Then walked to the hallway that led to the room and closed the door. It was only a moment before she heard her lover’s screams. She fell down in one of the club chairs. Helpless, her body heaved reflexively and she began to sob uncontrollably, placing her hands over here ears to drown out Jack’s anguish.

Chapter 20
Your Father
Atlanta
Amin arose like Lazarus from his nap … the mostly dead part. He got up slowly feeling like a truck had hit him, groggy enough to consider if he’d be liable for damages inflicted on the truck. He took a long pull off the glass of water by his bed left over from the night before, thirsty enough not to care about swallowing the clearly defined dust particles floating on the water’s surface.
He decided he needed to be ‘fully awake’ first before seeing his mom and dad, so he staggered into the bathroom, one door down the narrow hall to take a shower. He looked at the small digital clock in the bathroom, impressed that it was durable enough to survive years worth of humidity in the cramped space and have the will to live. It was close to 6:00 p.m. and he’d napped for over four hours. He scrubbed his face and put in head under the hot stream of water, letting the cobwebs in his head loosen a bit … to weaken their bond, so that they’d be easier to shake free. 
He realized that his date with Mercedes was at 8:00 p.m. as the cobwebs started to give way. He gave his pits and his junk an extra bit of attention, then dried quickly and dressed. He walked into the dining room fully prepared to hear his mom and dad stirring and to ready to address questions of his box placement in the attic … ready to explain that he was only trying to stuff more sausage into the tube. Instead, they were nowhere to be found, just a note on the table saying, “Your mother and I went to dinner. You were sleeping and we didn’t want to wake you. Your Father.” 
Amin looked at the note and realized it hadn’t been forged by some nefarious means or worse … a rogue Methodist. All of his life, his father’s notes … what Amin referred to as his ‘love notes,’ where always the same … at least the signature, Your Father. His dad always had a stilted, stiff manner of being when it came to his son. Any time Amin was in his father’s presence with others, his father would take immense pride in pointing out that Amin was his son. Maybe because fatherhood came at such a late stage in life that ‘fatherhood’ actually meant something to him. Amin smiled and put the note in his pocket, then got ready to pregame, which meant eating a cold pork chop and flipping through news channels. After wiping the grease from his fingers and tossing the paper plate, he spritzed himself with cologne and went around the corner to a small hole in the wall bar to have a few doses of liquid courage to clear out the remaining dusty corners in his head before meeting Mercedes.
________________
It was a close to 1:00 p.m. Las Vegas time when Beth finally went back downstairs to Jack’s office, the sounds of her lover had proven too disturbing to stay outside his office listening to the horror show. Jack’s Acceleration session lasted close to three hours … she knew this because she’d stared at the clock incessantly, while listening to Jack’s faint noises leak out of the office door and make their way upstairs. During that time she hadn’t been able get comfortable and sat on a kitchen barstool practically the entire session, her back sore and elbows bruised from holding her head in her hands, thinking of next steps and wondering if the information Jack was hosing his mind with would yield fruit.
Jack’s noises had stopped and she opened the door quietly, unsure of what she’d find, fearful that Jack might have taken it too far by doing what he called “A double.” She found him, still seated in the chair, one leg dangling off the edge, his hair drenched with sweat, but otherwise alive. He didn’t seem to be in pain as she walked over, leaning down to put her ear to his headset to determine if the session was still going on. All she heard was the slight sound of classical music leaking from the hard foam earpieces. She sat down in the desk chair and watched him breathe.
Within ten minutes Jack began to stir as if waking up. His hands clenched and released as if to get the blood flow going again and his stranded leg made its way back to the footrest of the chair. He took off his headset, letting it drop to the floor and ran his fingers through his hair, opening his eyes, squinting at the low light. He turned his head slightly and smiled upon seeing her. “How long?” He muttered, his voice hoarse.
Beth got up and stood over him, stroking his hair. “About three hours,” she said.
Jack made a face, somewhere between pained and thoughtful, then said, “Water. I need water.” Beth helped him out of the chair and steadied him as they walked upstairs to the kitchen.
Jack sat on the sofa and inhaled three glasses of cold water, then grabbed his one-hitter from the coffee table. He packed the small tube with GirlScout cookie and lit it, taking a long slow drag of the cannabis smoke. He put the one-hitter down in the cut glass ashtray with a clink and turned to Beth who had been staring at him like an exotic zoo animal. The questioning look on her face was undeniable … ‘Did it work?’ ‘Was there something he’d found out?’
Beth finally spoke, “You OK?”
Jack nodded and smiled, then looked down and grabbed his left hand which trembled slightly. “I think so,” he said, then grabbed the one-hitter out of the ashtray and took another hit of weed. 
“Does that help?” She asked, pointing to the cloud of cannabis smoke.
Jack nodded again, “Yeah, takes the edge off a bit and helps me relax while I process things,” he said, quickly following up with, “I’m hungry as fuck.
She helped him out of his chair and followed him upstairs to the kitchen, where he immediately proceeded to look through his refrigerator. He found some hummus and chips and sat down on a barstool at the island and started crunching away.
Beth watched him mindlessly eat and stare off into space. She remembered that he hadn’t eaten prior to Accelerating, then offered, “Why don’t I make you the breakfast you didn’t have. Omelette work for you?” She asked.
Jack raised his eyebrows. He knew he had eggs … he’d bought some on the way in from the airport. “You cook?” He asked, genuinely surprised.
She gave him one of the bitchy looks from the past, then smiled. “Yes, I cook. I can feed myself, wash my own clothes and even find my way from point A to point B without GPS or your private jet,” she said sarcastically. Jack just smiled as she searched the cabinets for the perfect pan, then pulled out the eggs, veggies and cheese from the refrigerator.
When they’d finished eating, Jack made his way back to the sofa, exhaled loudly then rubbed his stomach. “Damn, that was good. How come you didn’t do that when we were together?” She just cut her eyes at him as if to say ‘Seriously?’ “Yeah, never mind,” he said, answering his own question, then pivoted. “That was a pretty intense session,” he finally said.
“How so? Did any of it make sense … did anything stick?” She asked.
“Oh yeah … a lot of it stuck, but I’m still trying making sense of it. Honestly, that may be a problem,” he said.
“What do you mean? If it stuck, that’s a good thing, right?” She asked.
“What I mean is that I’m sitting here actively trying to process everything, but that’s not the way it usually works for me. Normally it’s more intuitive, I just ‘do’ whatever feels right and it usually is. Too much thinking screws it up … mostly.”
“Ok, so stop doing that shit, then,” she said with a laugh. “So really,” she turned serious. “What’s your gut telling you?”
He rubbed his head and lit his one-hitter again, and blew out smoke. “We need to start in Paris,” he said, matter of factly.
“Paris?” She asked. “What’s in Paris? Those assholes should be in Serbia … or at least around that area.”
Jack shook his head, “I think not,” he said slowly. “You’re gonna have to trust me on this. The rest will fall into place, but Paris is the starting point,” he said, instinctively knowing it, but having no clue how to explain it.
She massaged her jawline while processing what he’d said. “Well, I guess you can just tell me the ‘who, where & when’ when I get there,” she said, trying to figure out the logistics. “I’ll give you my contact number and you can let me know what you’re thinking when I get there,” she said. 
Jack just stared at her blankly. 
“What?” She finally asked.
“I’m going with you,” he said.
“Oh no … not a good idea. Definitely not a good idea,” she said, shaking her head vigorously.
“Sorry, but if you want what’s up here,” he said, tapping his head, “Then the rest of me comes with it.” 
“Why?” She couldn’t help but ask.
“You may need help,” he said.
“Honey, you really don’t know that part of my world. I don’t want you to. Besides, I’ve got it covered. Believe me, I’ll be fine,” she said reassuringly.
He smiled a sad smile. “Not that kind of help,” he said.
She immediately knew what he meant. He wanted to be there to remind her of her better angels … to make sure she wouldn’t get lost in the darkness. He still cared. Her features softened. “Ok …” she said slowly. “But if that’s the case, then we’ll need to leave sooner than later. And, your house is being watched.”
“Really?” He asked. “By who?”
“No clue,” she said, not wanting to talk about the Organization or the potential mystery crew she’d encountered with Gomes. 
“Well,” he said thoughtfully, “Everyone will know as soon as we clear security. Our passports will make sure of that.”
Beth got up without saying a word, walked upstairs, then returned quickly with her backpack. She rummaged around in front pocket, then pulled out two passports under the surname ‘Rider,’ and handed them to Jack. The names listed were for a John and Sophia Rider. He stared blankly at the small booklets, noting the typical non-smiling passport photos of himself and Beth. The documents looked real and even had several entry and exit stamps in them. He looked at her … a question mark for an expression.
“If we needed to leave quickly,” she said. “Those were made about ten months ago,” she said, matter of factly. “Just in case,” she said, letting the the words hang.
Jack grinned and looked down at the passports again. “Well, Mrs. Rider, I think we need to get moving." 

Chapter 21 
No Pleasure Trip
Atlanta
Amin had two scotches at the local bar while watching a half hour of the March Madness basketball tournament. The local patrons were excited that Georgia Tech was in the Sweet Sixteen, but their excitement soon faded as the game progressed. Down by eighteen points at the break, the hopes of a miracle run began to evaporate and people started ordering drinks to ease their disappointment instead of fueling joy. Amin enjoyed basketball as a kid, and still played with Luke at his house once a week, but never really got into college ball. The Miami Heat were his adopted pro team, and he never missed a game … especially when he stayed at Jack and Luke’s place in downtown Miami. Their condo was close enough to the arena that he could walk to a game. He sipped his scotch, once again remembering his first interview with Luke. Little did he know a few years ago, that he’d be working in Vegas, playing basketball at a rich friend’s house, making more money than he’d ever dreamed of and developing a taste for the brown alcohol that he once hated. Things certainly change, he thought to himself.
He paid his tab and drove over to the club where he’d first met Mercedes. He valeted his rental car and saw Charles, the large bald bouncer at the door. The big man nodded to him and motioned him over, ushering him in as if he were a foreign dignitary. The others stood in line, unsure whether to be pissed at Amin or snap a picture of him in case he was someone important but somehow failed to immediately recognize. It cost Amin another twenty to get on the elevator, but quickly found Mercedes sitting at the bar when he arrived. He noticed that there were two other guys at the bar … looking like bookends standing beside her. They were attempting to chat her up, but she gave no eye contact. Instead, she shrugged occasionally while staring at the TV on the wall behind the bar. When Amin arrived, she looked visibly relieved, making a big show of welcoming him with a hug and a kiss. The other two men shrugged and slunk off, like two lions that had just been one-upped by the alpha male. They left to continue their hunt on the barren plains of the dance floor. 
“Glad you made it,” Mercedes said with a smile.
“Me too,” Amin replied, then ordered another scotch.
Amin looked around as they spoke. It was early and the club really didn’t really get going until 11:00 p.m. Amin figured it was hype-management. By leaving the bulk of the masses waiting outside, it gave the impression that the place was hopping, though it was deader than print journalism. He and Mercedes chatted casually about nothing of real importance. The basketball game, how he knew Bug … again, then just complimentary stuff, like his wardrobe, smile, etc. He did the same, knowing that it was part of the game. 
After an hour, she was apparently done with light banter and put her room key on the bar next to his drink. “We could go out to eat and then come back and hang out around here,” she said, “But, I’d rather not … if that’s OK with you?” She asked, but really more of a statement.
Amin conjured a comical look of indecision, as if weighing the options. “Well, if you’d rather get naked and pass up all this excitement,” he said, pointing to the sparse crowd, “Then I guess I can take one for the team,” he said with a sly grin. 
“That’s very big of you,” she said, with a sarcastic smile, then grabbed his hand and pulled him off the barstool. 
________________
 
Las Vegas
Neither Jack nor Beth said a word during the ride to the airport, both lost in thought. They had left within thirty minutes of Beth pulling out their new passports. They both showered quickly, Jack packing as light as Beth, only taking a two changes of clothes in his backpack. They snuck out the back door and retraced Beth’s steps … over a fence and through his neighbors yard to find her rental car to avoid surveillance. They found the car as she’d left it, the only addition was a small slip of paper from the neighborhood rent-a-cops saying that she was in violation of a parking ordinance. She ripped up the paper and tossed it on the ground, giving the local golf car fatties another reason to be pissed.
As they pulled into Henderson Executive Airport, he raised his eyebrows and shot her an inquisitive look. It wasn’t lost on him where they were, but was interested in the fact that they appeared to be taking a private charter … hers. His plane was hangared at McCarran and he’d only flown out of Henderson a handful of times.
She raised her eyebrows. “We needed a direct flight. I also remembered how flying commercial doesn’t suit you,” she said with a wink. He looked at her a beat too long and she finally followed up, “I have money, believe it or not. This is all on me,” referring to the flight and the trip.
He nodded appreciatively. “Well, I don’t think this will be the Paris pleasure trip that I first envisioned when we started ‘dating,’” he said with air quotes. 
“Probably not,” she said.
Stepping into the plane, he looked at her with an expression of surprise. “Shit, you must have some money to get access to this,” he said, staring at the beautifully appointed interior of the Bombardier 7500, the longest range private jet with a range of seventy-five hundred miles. Enough range to cover the fifty-three hundred mile trip without breaking a sweat or stopping for fuel. Jack quickly thought about how little he actually knew about Beth and her real job.
“Screwing around with refueling doesn’t make sense,” she said. “We need to get there.”
They settled in, and were wheels up within ten minutes. They were the only passengers for the trip and the two pilots and the flight attendant had their own quarters at the front of the plane, giving Jack and Beth plenty of privacy. They both opted for bottled water only and the flight attendant quickly delivered the ice cold beverages, then disappeared behind the crew door, closing it firmly.
It wasn’t until they’d left US airspace when a few pieces started falling in place in Jack’s mind. Without saying a word, he took out his laptop and began typing out what looked like an outline complete with bullet points. 
Beth said something that he either couldn’t hear or he wasn’t paying attention. She finally nudged his arm. “What?” Jack asked, mildly surprised.
“That’s what I want to know … what? You seem like you’ve got something,” she said.
He stopped and paused, then pointed at his computer screen. The mugshot of one of the men in the files stared back blankly back at them. “This guy he said, Danilos Dragin. His new name is Djoko Pavić. He’s in Paris and will be able to lead us to the others,” Jack said.
Beth looked at the picture, then back at Jack. “How do you know that? His name wasn’t in a file. How do you know what his new name is for that matter?” She asked.
He honestly didn’t have a clue how he knew, he just knew. He did a quick inventory of the search terms he’d entered and tried to explain the best he could. “You remember that I put in the unique identifiers that were on the top of the pages … the pages in Cyrillic?” He asked. She nodded and he continued, “I must’ve gotten a hit on one of my dark web searches … which isn’t unusual. A whole lot of stuff is out there, just without meta-tags. If there was something that referred to his name, which would make sense - being that those pages where somehow missing - then that would’ve started the ball rolling.”
“But what about his new name … that he’s in Paris?” she asked, somewhat awestruck that he’d actually landed on something that Draper hadn’t been able to find.
“For my ‘double’ I searched an Interpol database as well as a DMV records …searching pretty much all of Western Europe. I also searched land deeds, auto titles and stuff like that,” he said.
“No friggin’ way,” she said, punching his arm. “How the hell did you do all of that?”
“You saw it … its not rocket science. It’s just pouring shit into my head at the speed of light then waiting for something to bubble up in my subconscious,” he said.
“Damn, no wonder you’re so good at investing … must be like playing chess with toddlers,” she said.
He nodded, “Something like that.”
“So he’s the key? Really? How?” She prodded.
“Look … I told you already. Most of the time I don’t know ‘why,’ I just know it. There’s way too much shit rattling around in my head to make all of the logical connections in my prefrontal cortex. I can only assume that it’s right.” He said. She looked at him with disbelief. “It’s never failed me,” he said, answering her silent question. “Worked well enough for whoever you work for to want me dead,” he said, slightly exasperated.
She quickly threw up her hands and apologized. “Sorry … didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that it’s so freakin’ cool,” she said with a smile.
His sour expression turned into one of pride. “Yeah, it is pretty cool,” he admitted.
“So assuming you just know stuff … like he’s in Paris and is a lynchpin of sorts, do you know where in Paris? Is that something that you figured out?” She asked tentatively.
“20 Rue Baron le Roy, in the Bercy Village area of the 12th Arrondissement,” he said.
She raised her eyebrows in delight then quickly commandeered his computer and did a quick internet search. He watched her typing. “It’s above a sushi restaurant,” he said smugly.
Sure enough there was Djoko Pavić, listed at that address … an apartment above a sushi restaurant. “You are fucking amazing!” She shouted, then grabbed his face and gave him a big kiss.
Jack smiled, “Thanks. Gotta keep going though,” he said, then took back his computer to continue searching his files. Beth reclined back in her chair with the hope of getting a few hours of sleep, thinking about all the ways she planned on killing Danilos Dragin, after extracting all the information she could.

Chapter 22
Playing Chess With Toddlers
Atlanta
Upon entering the hotel room, Mercedes gave Amin a light kiss, excused herself and went into the bathroom to freshen up. Amin sat on the edge of the bed, attempting to do what Jack did, which involved scanning the room, looking for any irregularities in the footprint of the room, wall paper, lighting placement, likely hidden cameras, you name it. He certainly didn’t have Jack’s massive inventory of knowledge around design and structural engineering, or the ability to make meaningful connections out of seemingly unrelated things. But because of extended time around Jack and Luke, he was trying to make the effort to pay attention to details, then file them away so he could hopefully tease them back out. He heard a slight swooshing sound from the bathroom, the sound of a text being sent from Mercedes phone. He didn’t think much of it since club girls like herself tended to be tethered to their phones, updating their friends and social media fans about everything they ate, wherever they were, and everything they thought … ready to snap the perfect selfie at a moments notice.
She came out of the bathroom wearing a thong and a see-through lace bustier. She was by no means buxom, but the lace garment hugged her body nicely and accentuated the curves that desperately clung to her thin frame. Amin smiled broadly as she bent down to kiss him. It was a decent kiss - as kisses go - but he noticed that it seemed a bit perfunctory. He went with it anyway, not knowing her backstory or really anything about her other than she was smoking hot and damn near naked. Testosterone won out as he pulled her onto the bed.
________________
Enroute to Paris
Jack sat in his seat letting the aroma of ‘new plane’ smell tickle his nose and take him back to the day that he took delivery of his new Citation jet. That had been a proud day in Glasserville. Having grown up solidly middle class, the idea of him having his own jet and actually having money bubbled up in mind from time to time. Sometimes it was associated with pride and other times associated with fear … fear that it would somehow all go away, that he’d be found out … that he was just an imposter and his lifestyle might vanish in the blink of an eye. Or worse yet, a series of bad investments. His face began to tingle slightly as he reached into his backpack to pull out a TCH laced gummy bear and sliced it in half. Jack’s ‘buzz management’ skills were highly refined after years of dealing with the craziness of his life. He wasn’t in full anxiety mode … not even close, but as he scanned through Beth’s documents on his computer he couldn’t help but wonder how the hell he would explain what he was doing to Colonel Rhodes at AG. Hell, he didn’t know what he’d say to Luke. There was really no easy way to say “Hi everyone, I’m with Beth. You remember? The Organization’s killer for hire … the one that put a bullet in Sarina Green. I’m on my way with her to Paris to do her a solid. Oh … BTW, we had really great sex too.” In his zeal to help his ex-lover, girlfriend, contract killer - whatever Beth was - he’d completely skipped his normally rational process of thinking a few steps ahead. As proud as he was that the pieces of Beth’s mystery were starting to fall into place after accelerating, his anxiety was beginning to rise just thinking about what he’d gotten himself into.
As he saw it, his biggest issue was Luke. Luke could barge in on him at any moment … definitely not good. The barging in part sucked, but was manageable to a degree. His guru Shiv had helped him and Luke find the combination lock of sorts, the way to keep each other out when need be and refine their telepathic connection. The fact that Luke was a human lie detector was the biggest problem. There was no way that he could lie his way past Luke … even though Luke needed to read facial expressions, watch non-verbal cues and hear voice inflections in others, he didn’t with Jack. When communicating with each other, most often their thought processes and backstory behind their words were on display, co-mingled together in one big mash-up. There was no question that it made their mental communication much more efficient not having to explain ‘why' they were saying what they were saying - thankful that it was baked in to their telepathic pie - but having Luke call him out right now, wouldn’t be good. Luke hated Beth. Even while she was just Jack’s girlfriend … before he knew she was an Organization operative, he despised her. Jack had sensed - no, Jack actually ‘knew’ - that Luke wasn’t as pissed about her almost killing them. No doubt, that was sub-optimal at the time, but that wasn’t what chapped Luke’s ass.
With Luke, all roads led back to ego. What was really pissed about, and why he hated her now, was that she’d somehow slipped past his internal, industrial strength, bullshit detector. “She’s a total fucking psychopath,” Luke had said after the GreenLeaf episode. “There’s no way she could pull that long con off without being completely whacked.” That was Luke’s professional diagnosis, which was whacked too, but at the time made perfect sense to Jack. Now, after having had a day and a half with what he thought was the real Beth, he wasn’t so sure. She was different now. She seemed real, and there was no doubt that the people in her file were real … that what they’d done was real. He wouldn’t say he trusted her, but no matter what, he was now the ad hoc point person for AG that was closest to the Organization. He determined that he’d do what any true undercover operative would do … go quiet and not break radio-silence until there was something to report. He chewed his gummy bear, sat back and meditated … mentally locking down his mind and sending Luke to mental voice-mail.
 
 
Day 4
Monday 
 

Chapter 23 
Despicable Things
Atlanta
It was 2:00 a.m. when Mercedes was certain that Amin was sound asleep. She’d been around the block and new the sounds of deep slumber by heart. She quickly gathered her things and walked quietly into the bathroom, careful not to turn on the fan. She quickly sent a message saying, “He’s out.” The text made a light swooshing sound as it left, inspiring her to quickly ponder her evening. Even with a light dose of Rohypnol in Amin’s drink, he didn’t go down quickly - literally or figuratively. As a matter of fact, she knew she’d be slightly sore in the morning after three sessions that night. She had to admit, if she wasn’t in the ‘life,’ Amin would be a keeper for sure. She shook the thought out of her head, thinking about the two grand she’d make for one night of distracting a nice, good looking man for the evening. She had no clue why she was hired, and didn’t want to know. For her, plausible deniability was always the best bet, especially when it came to ‘work.’ She quickly dressed and left silently, leaving Amin in a deep slumber.
Amin’s friend, Ladarius ‘Bug’ Johnson, received the text and quickly called Doug Reed, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation agent, whom he hated. Worse, Reed insisted on phone calls versus texts. Texts could live on and actual conversations were safer … at least for Reed. “He’s out for he night,” Bug said quickly. Reed knew he was talking about Amin, and quickly said, “Thank-you,” which for Bug was unsettling. Having a law enforcement agent with a virtual piano wire around his nuts was bad enough, but when they say, “Thank you,” then you know you’re in deep shit. Leopards don’t change their spots and agent Reed was a fucking leopard in Bug’s mind … no matter how nice he was acting at the moment. Bug quickly hung up, broke the burner flip-phone in two pieces and threw it in a garbage can nearby. He breathed deeply and walked home, careful to use a highly trafficked route, hoping whatever reason Agent Reed wanted Amin out of his parents house would be enough to get the fat, white, cop off of his ass and out of his life.
Doug Reed was about to call JP Preston and make him aware of the situation, but thought better of it. The call from Bug came much later than he expected and pulling JP out of his slumber just for and update and to tell him that things were a “Go,” didn’t seem like a smart idea, even to him. He tapped the two syringes in his pocket and headed off to do what must be done … something despicable, but ultimately - or rather hopefully - something that would keep a lid on the other despicable things he’d done … at least the ones that JP Preston knew about.
________________
Paris
Beth and Jack touched down at 8:00 a.m. Paris time at Le Bourget airport. It was Paris’ original airport and the landing site for Charles Lindbergh’s Spirit of St. Louis solo transatlantic flight in nineteen-twenty-seven. It was now a primary business and commercial hub for private jets and apparently Beth knew her way around. After landing, she secured a rental car for no charge … a Mini Cooper which would be as innocuous as possible and also easy to park and drive in such a crowed city. As with all major airports, the wealthy are always taken care of, and with the purchase of large quantities of jet fuel, perks abound … in their case, a rental car for three days. 
Beth threw her bag in the back seat and Jack did the same. She’d bought a pre-paid phone at an airport kiosk, took it out of the packaging and fired it up. “No way Draper can track me now,” she thought to herself.
Jack knocked her out of her thoughts as he closed the car door. “So … what now? We just go to the guy’s house and see if he’ll tell you what you want to know over a croissant?” Jack asked sarcastically.
“What? You don’t think that will work? Obviously you don’t know how good croissants are in Paris,” she said, cocking her eyebrow.
“Seriously. What’s the plan?” Jack asked.
“Good question,” she said, absently. “I have an idea, but it’s not incredibly sophisticated. I do need to make a stop and get a few things first.”
They took the A1 to the N1 then to the Peripherique - known as the Periph - the loop that encircles central Paris, eventually stopping in front of a large building on the Champs Elysées. Jack looked up at the signage which said Europe Arab Bank. He cut his eyes at Beth to which she responded, “It’s a long story,” she said, “But I have things in there I need to get.”
“Need me to go with?” Jack asked.
“Nope … just stay here and act like a tourist if a cop comes by. I’m not supposed to park here,” she said, quickly getting out of the car and walking into the bank.
Once inside, she found the private banking entrance and gave the attendant her credentials to access her safe deposit box. Though the bank was supposedly upstanding, she knew that clients ranged from the ‘straight and narrow' to the dodgy … like her. With enough money to grease the appropriate palms, things would get done, or better yet, bank employees would look the other way while all sorts of nefarious business dealings went on in plain site. After entering the vault with the attendant - twisting both of their keys to remove the box - she was escorted to a private room, the door closing firmly as the attendant left her to her business. She opened the box and took out a compact Sig Sauer 9mm pistol - her favorite - another passport, and a device that looked like a small, handheld point of sale device that one would see a store clerk use. “This may come in handy,” she thought, placing it in her backpack. She slipped out of the bank, cognizant of where the security cameras were - not that she was on anyone’s radar - but always careful never to give a camera a clean look of her face if at all possible. 
They made it to Bercy Village in the 12th Arrondissement and checked in at a boutique hotel behind the main pedestrian mall. The area was now an upscale, gentrified warehouse district.
“I’m starving,” Beth said, upon receiving the room keys, pointing to the small cafe off to the side of the entry. Jack nodded and they did what everyone does when they first get to Paris, order a croissant with butter and orange marmalade. 
Jack ate his croissant quickly, then picked up the flaky crumbs by pressing his finger on the plate, licking them off. “You can get another, you know,” Beth said, watching him lick the crumbs.
Jack shot her a guilty look, then quickly got another. “So, what did you have to get at the bank?” He asked when he returned.
Beth shook her head and spoke through a mouthful of croissant, equally as hungry. “To be so smart, you’re a slow learner sometimes,” she said. “I told you, there are things about my life that you don’t need to know about … shouldn’t want to know about.”
“So you got a library card?” Jack asked, screwing with her. 
Beth just rolled her eyes and kept eating. After finishing she said, “We need to get some rest. I have a feeling that we’re going to have a busy night.
They made it upstairs in the cramped elevator and tossed their backpacks in a corner. Jack sprawled out on the smallish double bed, his feet hanging off the edge. Beth took her toiletry bag into the bathroom. Jack could hear her brushing her teeth, the sound of the water running and ultimately a toilet flushing. Though she went in fully clothed, she came out with nothing on, only a towel in hand, drying her face. 
She saw Jack on the bed fully clothed. “Well, that won’t do,” she said. 
Jack grinned and took off his shirt. 
“Keep going,” she said. When he was completely naked, she stood at the end of the bed with an approving look. “Much better,” she said. “Let’s get relaxed.”

Chapter 24
Seriously Off Limits
Atlanta
Amin didn’t exactly shoot out of bed, but he did feel like he had been shot out of a cannon and hit the wall without a helmet. “Holy shit,” he said, then cringed at his own volume level. He lay in bed with his eyes still closed, feeling the other side of the bed for Mercedes. Nothing. He rolled his head on the pillow in the direction where she should have been and cracked his eyes. She wasn’t there. He looked at the small clock on the hotel bedside table, it displayed 9:00 a.m. He listened for bathroom sounds, thinking that Mercedes may still be there, taking a shower or freshening up. The room was quiet with the exception of a room service cart he heard squeaking down the hall, then the knock on an adjacent door, announcing the arrival of someone’s breakfast.
He rolled over on his side and kicked his legs off the side of the bed in an effort to get upright. He slowly sat up trying to take a mental inventory of everything that hurt. The pain was limited to his head … “Damn, I didn’t drink that much,” he thought. “Man, this hurts.” He would have normally stayed in bed to sleep it off, but he was in a strange girls hotel room and knew he had to get back home. Explaining why he stayed out all night … again, to his father was going to be as pleasant as having a vasectomy performed through his eye socket, which interestingly enough, was exactly what his headache felt like. He stumbled to the bathroom and stared at the shower a beat too long, trying to decide whether or not it would help. In his current condition, he decided that hot water on his head was in order and rotated the shower faucet to its hottest setting.
His ‘quick shower’ wasn’t exactly quick. Appreciating the hotels unlimited hot water supply - and with an aversion to move from the stream of steaming hot water - he stood in the shower for thirty minutes, like a hungover statue, trying to get his headache to let loose … just a little. He finished up and felt slightly more human. He then dressed, went down to the lobby and ordered the greasiest breakfast sandwich he could from the restaurant, hoping it would chill his stomach down and coat the inner lining of his skull with pain relieving grease. He walked across the street to the club. At 9:00 a.m. there was no sign of life and the valet stand had long closed up. He went into the building, rode up the elevator and banged on the locked club doors before a tired looking man of sixty finally opened it up. Amin explained the need to retrieve his car, but the man didn’t speak English. “Fuck it. I’ll get the car later,” he thought, opened his phone and ordered and Uber.
________________
Paris
Jack and Beth woke up around 3:00 p.m. Paris time. Beth hit the bathroom first, brushed her teeth and took a quick shower. Jack lay in bed with a million thoughts swirling in his head. “I’m actually doing this. What the hell was I thinking,” bubbled up in his mind as he stared at the sparsely furnished hotel room - supposedly decorated as ‘urban-chic’ - which was really just a great way for the hotel to save money and decorate the place like a youth hostel. 
Beth’s shower was a short one , thankfully sparing him from going down all the rabbit holes in his mind. Based on his current situation, there were far too many. He showered as well, put on a pair of well worn jeans and a black turtleneck. He’d been a bit chilly when he arrived and he knew somewhere in the vast vault of his mind that he’d seen a Paris weather report. Clear skies but chilly, sixty-two degrees max, getting down to the mid forties that evening - Fahrenheit 
Beth sat at the minimalist desk, lost in thought. Jack had never seen this aspect of her before. In the past, when he was just a job, she never let a silent moment go unfilled, always finding a way to keep the conversation going. She certainly never had any long contemplative moments. As he thought back on it now, her conversational style - when he was a job - made sense. On some level it was a very low key, verbal interrogatory of sorts, pulling information out of him in a way that made him want to share, which was unusual at the time. Now she was quieter, more thoughtful and introspective at times. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he couldn’t help but wonder what was running through her mind. Killing her target? Killing him? Quitting the Organization? What to get for dinner? He literally had no clue and continued staring at the woman who was proving more complex than he’d ever imagined.
Beth felt the weight of Jack’s stare. “Something you adopted from Luke?” She asked.
Jack snapped out of his trance, “What?”
“The staring thing. Luke does it all the time, like he’s trying to read the patterns of the capillaries under your skin. That’s a patented Luke stare,” she said, turning around with a hint of a smile.
He cringed slightly at the thought. Luke’s stare was unnerving and wasn’t something he wanted to add to his non-verbal repertoire. “Well, he is my brother and I guess it’s normal to pick up a few things here and there,” he said. “I was going to ask what you were thinking about, then realized you may have to kill me if you told me. Especially now that I know you have eyes in the back of your head.”
She nodded with curt laugh, “Well, now you’re starting to get it.” She paused and wrinkled her nose, “I was just thinking about this evening … the best approach for Mr. Dragin and timing. That’s all,” she finally said. 
For someone that viewed Danilos Dragin as either a perpetrator or an orchestrator of her childhood trauma, Jack thought she was unnervingly calm. “Does your boss even know you’re doing this?” Jack asked, then quickly corrected himself, “Assuming you even have a boss?”
She cut her eyes and shook her head. “Off limits big guy. Seriously off limits,” she said sternly. “Those kinds of questions will get you killed … correction, those kinds of questions will get us killed. Let’s stick to the task at hand,” she said, then pivoted and softened. “You know you don’t have to be here if you’re uncomfortable with any of it. Seriously, you’ve already done more than enough. I’d completely get it if you pulled the plug, flew back to Vegas and never looked back.”
He pondered her statement. It certainly wasn’t like he hadn’t thought about that during the flight to Paris, and while stretched out on the bed a few minutes prior. But considering he was now more interested in her than ever - due to her inexplicable change in demeanor - and his recent, self inflicted obligation to be AG’s new undercover agent, he’d quickly dismissed the thought. “Don’t think I haven’t thought of it,” he said truthfully, “But, I have a feeling that the big wad of yarn that I crammed in my head will slowly unravel. If me being here helps, then I’m all in. You may actually even need me,” he said with a grin.
She got up from her chair and walked over to him, leaning down to kiss him. “Yeah, I think I may need you. Right now … actually,” she said, smiling and pulling off his black turtleneck.

Chapter 25
They’re Gone
Atlanta
Amin had to wait ten minutes for an Uber. He had several drivers accept the fare, then inexplicably cancel. He submitted his request three times before a driver accepted and showed up. He wasn’t one to play the race card, but it was curious that the drivers that cancelled were all white and the one that accepted was black. He took a deep breath and mentally moved on, not wanting to dwell on it for the moment. With everything that had happened in Atlanta over the previous months, it would be easy to get lost and sucked into the vortex … even if it was justified.
His driver wasn’t exactly talkative, which suited Amin just fine. He was hungover and forming a complete sentence would have felt like work. The driver wasn’t exactly speedy either, taking his time, like he was leading a sightseeing expedition instead of mercy mission focused on getting a hungover guy back home to his own bed. Traffic was light and though the driver was slow, they made it back to Amin’s parent’s neighborhood fairly quickly. As they turned the corner of his street, he saw the familiar shape of his father’s church, but more interestingly, saw a police car and an ambulance out front. His thought’s immediately turned to the church renovation, “Damn, I bet one of the workers hurt himself.” 
As the driver pulled up, he saw a police officer and a paramedic outside the parsonage … his parent’s home, instead of the church where construction was being done. His throat immediately tightened as he urged the driver to stop, quickly propelling himself out of the car and toward the house.
“Hold on son. You can’t go in there,” the cop said, blocking his entrance to the stairs.
“This is my parent’s house … are they ok? What’s going on?” He asked, incoherent, worried and terror stricken. The cop nodded to the paramedic who entered the house then returned with an older black man … a familiar face belonging to the head church deacon and family friend, Jesse Freeman. Jesse looked up at Amin, his eyes were puffy and glistened. He shuffled toward Amin, arms outstretched and hugged him tightly as he began to weep, his thin fragile body heaving in Amin’s arms. 
Amin was overwhelmed and broke the hug, cupping Jesse’s face in his hands, searching every crevice of the old man’s features. “Jesse, what …?” Amin said slowly, his voice trembling.
Tears began streaming down the old man’s face as he looked at Amin, like a dam had broken, flooding every crease in his face. “They’re gone son … they’re gone,” Jesse said, breaking down and putting his hands to his face.
Amin stared at Jesse’s face, then turned … eyes wide looking at the entrance of his parent’s house. The cop lowered his head. Every fiber in Amin’s being was on fire. As he tore up the stairs, the cop snapped out of his quiet moment, and tried to stop him. “Get your fucking hands off me!” Amin yelled, as he burst through the door, only to find a paramedic unwrapping two body bags. His parents lay on the floor, holding hands … lifeless. He dropped to his knees, his body convulsing uncontrollably.
________________
Bahamas
Luke and Chas were out by the pool. It was late morning and beautiful in the Bahamas. A light breeze blew off the cool turquoise water of the Caribbean and the bright sun danced on the pool’s surface creating a myriad of shadows on the pool’s floor. Chas was asleep on a lounge chair, her legs in the sun and the rest of her body shielded by the lanai overhang. Bosco was resting beside her in a shaded area on the cool concrete pavers of the pool deck, occasionally lifting his head, sniffing the air and cocking his ears.
Luke looked at the dog and his girlfriend … that he actually called her his ‘girlfriend’ in his mind, was something truly unique for him. He’d had relationships with other women, but they were all short lived and focused on the physical … but never girlfriends in the traditional sense. As he connected with Bosco, he pondered that as well … still completely dumbstruck that in addition to acquiring a telepathic connection to Jack, the connection extended to Bosco as well. Figuring out that Bosco was the psychic glue, bonding Jack and Luke together was strange enough, but since the moment that he and Bosco had connected … or rather that he realized he could wire himself into Bosco’s senses - and vice-versa - he found himself overwhelmed at times, dumbfounded by the sheer implications of it all. His connection with Bosco bordered on the inexplicable. Luke was smart … smarter than practically any other human with the possible exception of his brother, but wrapping his head around his and Bosco’s ‘mind-meld’ was something that he struggled to explain. It just was. Even his childhood therapist and guru, Shiv, had nothing to offer on the strange connection between Luke and Bosco other than, “Cool!”
It was Bosco that had saved Jack in a remote Canadian cannabis facility. Luke had just been along for the ride. Without Bosco, he’d mostly likely be dead and he and Amin would have never found Jack. To say Luke loved the dog, would have been like saying he loved pasta … it didn’t come close to the feeling of peace, intimacy and total acceptance that he felt for and from his dog. 
He continued watching Chastity sleep, her naked form glistened with sunscreen. For once, he wasn’t consumed with her amazing body, but with her in totality … her intelligence, wit and general manner of being. A big step for him. Almost as big as admitting that he loved her, and telling her so. He sat staring - something he was prone to do - while she slept, trying to decode her micro expressions to tease out everything he could from the woman he’d fallen for. He occasionally connected to Bosco, just to hear her breathing and to smell the faint scent of shampoo that lingered in her hair. He connected with Bosco again and heard the sound of his cell phone chirping with a message upstairs in the bedroom, completely inaudible to him, but loud and clear while connected with Bosco’s keen sense of hearing.
He shuffled upstairs, got his phone and began looking at the missed calls as he walked back to the pool. He had four missed calls from Amin, the last one Amin left a voicemail. He sat back down on his lounge chair and listened to the message. A lump seized his throat and Bosco shot up immediately, looking at Luke to see if he was alright. “Oh fuck,” was all he could whisper as he put down the phone and walked over to Chastity, gently waking her.
She opened her eyes slowly, “You OK baby?” She asked, surveying his face. “What’s wrong?”
Luke could barely talk, but managed to force the words from his constricted larynx, “Amin needs us …” he said, choking up. “His parents … they’re both dead,” he said, his eyes welling up. 
She sat up quickly and hugged him, “Oh baby,” she said, holding him tightly as his body quaked with the weight of his words.
________________
Weston, CT
Chuck Lewis, Draper’s admin, was dealing with his own laundry basket of conflicting emotions. When Draper had shown him the picture of the dead man, complete with Scorpion tattoo, his heart had sunk as well. He had taken the following day off and was now back at Draper’s house, pondering the conversation that he’d just had with his boss, as he closed Draper’s office door behind him and walked into sunlight that streamed through the Connecticut house. He sat down at his desk, off of the living room, silently cursing his widening midsection.
He had known Draper for years and was a special forces captain attached to Draper’s command. Draper had seen something in him, and made him his personal attache, confiding in him and as well as soliciting his counsel on occasions. It was Chuck’s initiative - leading a raid against as Serbian paramilitary group - that had resulted in Draper losing his command and being parked in a supply job, ultimately riding a desk during his last years with the army. Draper had disagreed with the timing and tactics of the raid, but not with the idea, and had been told to stand down by his superiors. Chuck struck out on his own, leading a small team to decimate the Serbian group, but his team’s heroics were met with disdain, and a stern letter in his file. It was Draper that intervened on his behalf and took responsibility for the raid … an action that cost him his command. Any other commanding officer would have rolled over on Chuck and he’d have been court-martialled. But not Draper, it wasn’t in his DNA.
Chuck thought about what Draper had just told him about his conversation with his adopted daughter Beth, a woman who Chuck new well. “She’s remembering what happened to her,” he thought, replaying Draper’s words in his head. What made matters worse, is that Draper had given her the file on the Serbian assholes and the dossier around those suspected in taking part of orchestrating the massacre and the death of Beth’s parents during the war. With the exception of a few people, the Dossier led nowhere, which was good for Chuck and his best field operative, Mike Hanley. But now he was sweating. The dossier in Beth’s hands wasn’t ideal. 
Chuck knew what had to be done and quickly called Mike, his most trusted friend and Organization agent who was in France. When Mike picked up the phone, Chuck said quietly, “I have a termination order,” he said.
“Who?” Mike asked.
“Our old friend … the one in Paris,” Chuck said.
“Really,” Mike asked. “Is that smart … I mean for us?” 
“No choice. He made a mistake … a big mistake,” Chuck said, coldly. “It’s been a long time anyway,” Chuck said. 
Mike considered what Chuck said. “It may have been a long time ago, but somethings don’t have a statute of limitations,” Mike said. “Do we know if he still has the information? We’ll need it … can’t have that out in the public domain.”
“Believe me, I know,” Chuck said. “You need to find what he’s been holding over us and remove him. Timing sucks, but trust me … there are other extenuating circumstances,” not wanting to tell Mike about Beth being given the dossier.
“By the way,” Chuck said. “You’ll be working through JP on this. I’m just giving you a heads up,” he said.
Mike was confused. “Why is that? Isn’t that a little problematic … bringing in a guy like JP … especially when it involves us?”
“Look. I keep the Paris boys at arms length, but as you know, we’ve had to feed them legitimate jobs. JP is my conduit for that. He’s who I had contact them to provide aa contractor to look after Beth. That didn’t work out so well and certainly figures into the calculus of removing them now. That aside, keeping me as far away from the boys in Paris makes more sense. I’ve got a lot on my plate anyway, and JP’s been working with their associates for a new financial malware product that could help us immensely. Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered,” Chuck said. 
“Yes sir. Consider it done,” Mike said, fearing a shit storm of epic proportions loomed on the horizon.

Chapter 26
Speaking French
Paris
Jack woke up from his post-coital nap to Beth gently stroking his hair. He wiped his eyes and rolled over to face her. She was still naked, sitting up slightly in bed eyes on him. “Sorry,” he said, “Didn’t mean to nod off. What time is it?”
“About 8 p.m.,” she replied. “I took a nap too. Our body clocks are off and you had a pretty stressful day yesterday,” she said, referring to his acceleration session.
He noticed her softened facial features and that her eyes were still locked on him. “You OK?” He asked, not having seen that particular expression from her before.
“Yeah … I actually am,” she said, sliding from her seated position, pulling the sheet over her. She turned to face him. “I … ugh, well … I appreciate what you’re doing,” she said, carefully choosing her words. Jack smiled in reply and she continued, “I’ve never had someone who’s had my back,” she said softly. Jack pondered the weight of her words. This was certainly a side of Beth that was unknown territory. His expression, must have betrayed his thoughts … she quickly followed up, “Yeah, I know it’s weird, I don’t even know why I said that,” she said, as if thinking out loud. 
Jack reached over to touch her face … a beautiful face that was now so very different and devoid of the disdain she had exhibited when he was just her job. He didn’t know how to explain it … the feelings he had at the moment were so tangled in conflict, that trying to make sense of it all, made no sense … at all. He just knew what he felt at that moment, and that was all that mattered. “Yeah … I do have your back,” he said, then kissed her softly.
They rose from the bed and got dressed. Beth dressed in similar attire as Jack, black turtleneck, black jeans and a fashionable black zippered jacket. Her boots were fashionable as well, higher heels and a squared off toe, but soles that looked more tactical. They were in keeping with her ‘look’ and were also quiet when she walked, important based on the nature of her nights work. She packed her pistol and the small electronic device she’d pulled from her safe deposit box. Jack looked at her and raised his eyebrows.
“What?” She finally asked.
“The gun … really?” He said.
She shook her head, exasperated. “Look, I told you, this is my world. We’re about to walk into a situation with limited operational intelligence, and I’m certainly not doing it without personal protection,” she said.
“So, it’s just for protection then?” He asked.
“Just for protection,” she replied. “Are you about ready? We need to eat and then need to be seen in the village … just two lovers out for an evening. That’s the plan,” she said.
Jack wished he had Luke’s ability to read people. Carrying a gun just in case made sense … and she certainly didn’t exhibit any obvious signs of stress or vengeful behavior, but she was a different beast to say the least. He wrestled with his thoughts for a moment then spoke, “Ok, considering that we have the ‘lovers’ thing down, I think I can manage dinner without letting on that I’m a secret super agent,” he smirked. “By the way, what’s the other thing?” He asked, referring to the small electronic device she’d stuffed in her purse.
“Oh, this,” she said, pulling it out. “It’s like a small version of a Stingray device,” she said, curious if Jack knew what that was.
Of course Jack did. “Hmm, that’s interesting. So it’ll act like a mini cellphone tower and you can intercept any transmissions … texts and calls I presume?” He asked.
She smiled approvingly, “Yep, that’s about the extent of it. I’m thinking we’ll walk around his building after dinner, then make a phone call to confirm he’s there. While you were sleeping I did a quick reconnaissance and it looks like Mr. Dragin - now Pavić - is home. By ten thirty or eleven, I’m thinking we’ll plan a little visit,” she said.
“Well you’re the pro,” he said, thinking out loud and searching his mental database to determine if there was something that bubbled up which could be of help. “I got nothing to add,” he finally said. “Sounds like a plan to me.”
They chose a small quintessentially French restaurant, ordered an escargot appetizer and made small talk, sipping wine and acting the part of lovers exploring Paris and enjoying each others company. For Jack, it wasn’t a heavy lift. Considering he was with a known assassin - someone who was on his new employers wanted list - and that they were conducting a mission of sorts, he was surprisingly relaxed and genuinely enjoyed the conversation. 
Beth smiled and chatted easily, and for once, it didn’t feel like a performance for her. She dropped occasional nuggets of regional information, surprising Jack a bit with the depth and breadth of her knowledge. 
He finally acknowledged her banter, “Ok, how come you never shared how smart you actually are with me … in the past?” He asked.
“If I did, I’d have just been too fabulous,” she said with a smile. “A girl has to have her mysteries,” she said.
“I think we can we check off the ‘mysterious’ box,” he said with a slight laugh.
“Don’t forget the ‘sex’ box too. That’s pretty damn good too,” she added, placing her hand over his. 
She ordered a lemon chicken dish and he ordered a steak with potatoes, both grabbing an occasional bite off of each other’s plates. The food was good and even with the temperature in the fifties, Jack felt warm all over. Great food, beautiful woman … in Paris? Pretty good Glasser. He snapped out of his thoughts and asked, “So, what next?” As if speaking to his lover to finalize evening plans.
She appreciated his subtlety, “I’m thinking we’ll take a walk,” speaking in French so the waiter nearby could hear. “There’s a sushi bar a few streets over. I’m thinking we walk over and check the menu in case that’s what we want tomorrow,” she said.
He nodded as if trying to decide, then replied in French, “That sounds good, you know I love sushi,” he said smiling. 
Beth deftly slid her credit card to Jack so he could make the show of paying the bill. Once the check was paid, they walked arm in arm up and down the main pedestrian mall, looking in windows and talking. She reached in her purse and fired up the mini-Stingray device, then took out her phone and called Mr. Dragin, who picked up on the fourth ring. She quickly hung up and turned to Jack, “The Dragon is in his lair,” she said with a wink. “We’ll pay him a visit in an hour,” she said casually, while pointing to a designer purse in one of the storefronts.

Chapter 27
A True Monster
Paris
Mike Hanley, Chuck’s personal friend and one of the Organization’s most talented operatives pointed his gun at Danilos Dragin, seated opposite from him on an expensive living room chair. He lifted his eyebrows and said to Dragin, “Answer it,” referring to Dragin’s phone, which was ringing. “I hope I don’t need to tell you what not to say,” Mike said in English, knowing Dragin understood it perfectly.
Dragin answered the phone, made a show of looking at the phone for some clue as to who the call might be from while discretely texting #22 … an emergency code to his colleague. One that he never hoped he’d need to use. 
Dragin put his phone down and shrugged, sinking back into his chair. “Wrong number I guess,” he offered. 
Though Mike had a gun in his hand, Dragin wasn’t nervous, or at least didn’t act as if he was, but he had a feeling that there was a possibility that things could go sideways, hence the secret text. He knew Mike from another life, and knew who his employer was … at least his primary employer, as well as his prior military service. 
In answer to Mike’s previous question about the botched pickup of Draper’s Girl, Dragin replied, “It was supposed to be reconnaissance only … at least that’s what I was told. I wasn’t aware that the man I sent would have to pick her up. I certainly didn’t know that he’d try to … you know, what he tried to do.”
Mike was wearing the same black attire that was fashionable for everyone that evening, but he looked more like a businessman, black sport coat and black jeans, with a full head of light blonde hair. He offered a hint of a smile at Dragin’s inability to say the word ‘rape,’ something he’d seen Dragin do to both women and boys in the past … on multiple occasions. Either guilt or disassociation the agent thought, then snapped back into the present.
“Sorry about this,” Mike said, nodding to the gun in his hand. “The whole affair,” he muttered, referring to the attempted rape on Draper’s Girl, “Was unfortunate,” he said, letting the words hang.
“I agree,” Dragin said, nodding ruefully. “It was. But that is not the only reason you’re here? Is it?” Dragin asked, with a slight smile and a hint of disbelief.
Mike shrugged. He’d known Danilos Dragin in a previous life … during the Bosnian war and knew he was as cool and deadly as they came, but continued the reuse he’d come up with prior to entering Dragin’s flat. 
“Yes, that’s the primary reason. I’m here as a security precaution as you may imagine,” he said. “She may come after you,” Mike said matter of factly, referring to Beth.
Dragin shrugged at the thought. “I think that would be difficult,” he said with a manner of confidence that was ironic considering his current predicament.
“She is a skilled operative,” Mike replied. “But hypothetically … if she did, what would she find and where would she find it?” Mike asked, as if he were conducting a poll. “Documents or multimedia of any sort that might prove problematic?” Mike prodded, smiling. 
Dragin returned the smile as if he’d just discovered how a magician pulled off a trick, “She wouldn’t find anything here,” Dragin said dismissively. “You are right though … if she did ultimately find something or come into possession of something that were mine, it would be problematic for me, you, and your employer,” he said.
Mike shook his head ruefully. “Well, we’re past the ‘what if’ stage. Your choice of hired help … with ties back to an unfortunate time period, wasn’t a good idea. You’ve been around,” Mike reminded him, “That was sloppy, and seems to have … well, pissed her off. She will come after you. My job - as you can probably imagine - is that she doesn’t find you or anything else for that matter,” Mike said, annoyance creeping into his voice.
Dragin considered this. “Thank you for being direct … or at least as direct as an American can be,” Dragin said. “It still doesn’t change my arrangement with your employer though. If anything were to happen to me, then I can only assume it would be as you say ‘problematic.’”
Mike considered this. Dragin was probably right. But the wheels were in motion … he just hoped they wouldn’t fall off. He was there to do a job, an unpleasant one, but a job that needed to be done. Dragin’s threat seemed hollow to him. He wasn’t privy to all of the details and never seen the information that Dragin had in his possession. But Mike and Chuck had lived for twenty six years under the threat of it being exposed, and according to Chuck, it was damning. Looks like the hard way, Mike thought, then spoke, “So, this is how it’s going to be? he asked, as if disappointed. “The time has come. You’ve made a lot of money over the years … and stayed out of prison. What you’re holding on to, needs to be returned.”
“Prison. Yes, but we’ve all stayed out of prison, no?” Dragin mused. “And if I do turn it over, all will be forgotten, right?” Dragin asked with a laugh. Mike just stared at Dragin blankly. “That’s what I thought,” Dragin said.
Dragin knew that this day would eventually come. He knew that a detente brought about by an uneven balance of power - in his case holding compromising information - wouldn’t last, but he’d had a good run. Nearly twenty six years. He should have died several times before … as a Serbian Scorpion brigade commander, and as a freelance operative working for governments and corrupt organizations. But, he never feared death. Death comes for everyone, it’s just a matter of when.
“There’s no need to make it harder than it has to be,” Mike replied.
Dragin shrugged, “Hard, easy … the result will be the same,” Dragin said. He quickly thought of his lieutenant and friend, Luka Dedic, the only other person who knew about the information that Dragin possessed. The man he’d texted the emergency code to. He was Dragin’s safety net and held the credentials to access Dragin’s compromising information. Do they know about Luka? He thought? No, they can’t know. Luka will release the information, no matter what happens to me.
“Just so we’re clear,” Mike said, “You’re not willing to provide my employer the information he requests. Is that right?"
“Of course not. You know better than that,” Dragin said as if speaking to a child. There wasn’t a trace of hesitation on his face, the benefit of being a skilled liar and having been threatened by better. 
Mike nodded in appreciation, then lifted his silenced pistol and shot Dragin in the knee. Dragin’s knee exploded with the impact, blood sprayed on the light colored fabric of his chair. 
Dragin uttered a muted grunt, and grabbed his knee, knowing the full extent of the pain hadn’t fully registered yet. But now, his false bravado faded, knowing full well what would come next. “I wouldn’t do this,” Dragin whispered loudly. “Tell your employer you couldn’t find me. It would be better for him,” Dragin implored.
“I’m sorry, but that’s not the way this works,” Mike said, appreciating that the muted pop of his pistol, though audible with a silencer, the sound had been absorbed by the deep, plush carpeting of Dragin’s living room. “I need you to focus. One more time, where is it?” Mike asked coldly.
Dragin did the calculus in his head. Whatever he said or did now - if he told the truth or not - the outcome would be the same. He’d killed many people during his time with the Serbian Scorpion brigade and many since then, and no matter what his targets offered up, the result was always death. His victims may not have known it, but Dragin certainly did. There was no way he’d give up his leverage … even it was only useful from the grave. Dragin shook his head vigorously again. “No, I think you should probably fuck yourself … and please, tell your employer he should do the same.”
Mike nodded again, and Dragin knew what was coming. But instead of regret, Dragin felt a measure of peace, even as he replayed some of his most horrible actions in his mind. He smiled the smile of a true monster, reveling in the torture he’d inflicted on others, knowing that his end would come quickly. 
Mike took note of Dragin’s sudden change in demeanor and smiled too, then lifted his pistol and fired two bullets … one in Dragin’s heart, the other in his head. 
Mike quietly began his search of Dragin’s flat, while Dragin sat lifeless in his chair, his contribution to the evil inflicted upon countless many coming to an inglorious end. Mike spent thirty minutes searching the dead man’s flat, looking in every likely and unlikely hiding place for anything that Dragin had that could lead back to him and Chuck … damaging information that could fundamentally change the balance of power within the Organization. After thirty minutes, he found nothing. Either Dragin was full of shit, or it’s still out there, he thought. 
As he was about to leave via the fire escape, he saw Dragin’s phone on the table. He quickly picked it up and attempted to access it, but it was password protected. Fortunately Dragin’s text banners showed up on the home screen without having to open the phone. Fuck, Mike said, looking at the banner. He texted someone while I was here, he realized, then committed the phone number Dragin texted to memory. He quietly quietly left via the fire escape, closing the window behind him and blending into the night, knowing that he needed to find whoever Dragin had texted.
________________
At 11:00 p.m. Jack and Beth made their way to Rue Baron le Roy to look at the sushi bar menu, which happened to be located below Dragin’s flat. The entrance to the residential section was gated and required at key code for entry, which they didn’t have. Jack understood the plan without her saying a word, and methodically read the menu in the window to her as if pointing out the items that looked good. After a few moments, a businessman punched a small button from inside the gate and let himself out. Both Jack and Beth moved toward the closing gate casually, not to draw attention to themselves, Beth grabbing a decorative portion of iron gate before it closed. They both walked in the courtyard as if they belonged there, lovers returning for the finishing touches of a romantic evening.
Neither hesitated as they entered, they both knew where they were going. Instead of being quiet, they chatted audibly, laughing and speaking French as they made their way upstairs, then knocking on Dragin’s door. There was no answer. She quickly looked down at the small eavesdropping device in her purse. Since it picked up every cell transmission in a quarter mile radius, the activity log was impressive. She scrolled to Dragin’s number that she’d saved and quickly noted the GPS tag still indicating he was there. She nodded to Jack, while still talking, then pointed that Dragin was still in the flat. She silently motioned for him to back away from the door, as she reached down for the handle, checking to see if it was locked. It wasn’t, and she moved in quickly, but cautiously. Jack stood in the hall with sweat beading on his forehead. I can’t believe I’m doing this shit, he thought to himself, conflicted feelings of both regret and excitement overcoming him.
Beth was quiet and no sounds emanated from the flat. Jack held his breath, knowing that any moment gunfire could erupt and he’d have to flee the scene as he’d promised Beth. After forty-five seconds he heard an audible sigh through the cracked doorway as Beth muttered, “Goddammit.”
Jack didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t sound like she was in distress. He quickly entered the flat, closing the door behind him. He walked into the small foyer and was immediately greeted with the smell of cordite, spent gunpowder. He walked through the foyer and into the living room where he saw Beth standing over Dragin, slumped in a chair, three bullet holes in his body. She looked at Jack and shook her head. “We’re too late. We’re too goddamned late,” she said.

Chapter 28
Pure Grief
Atlanta
It hadn’t taken Luke and Chastity long to pack. They both threw in a few changes of clothing into their backpacks, not worried about folding them neatly. Bosco circled their bedroom, clearly affected by Luke’s distress. He shot Luke longing looks, as Luke did his best to reassure him that everything was fine, however, Bosco must have known that was a lie and continued his nervous pacing. Luke tried to connect with Jack to tell him what was going on and he was off to Atlanta, but there was nothing. Luke knew his brother was taking time away, but didn’t realize it meant time away from him too. He tried to call, but Jack’s phone went straight to voicemail. Fuck, Luke thought. I’ll catch up with him soon enough.
Chas and Luke made it to the airport hanger with Bosco in tow around 4:30 p.m., and arrived at the same time as Luke’s long time pilot, Don. Don was an ex military pilot and used words judiciously, as if they were a precious commodity. He shook his head almost imperceptibly and put his hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Ok?” He asked. Luke nodded in return as they boarded the Glasser’s Citation jet.
Flight time was approximately two hours. Luke was lost in thought, and uncharacteristically quiet. Halfway through the flight, Chastity broke the ominous silence. “I just can’t believe it. Suicide?” She asked. “Did you know them?” She asked, referring to Amin’s parents.
“Yeah … I did. Met them a couple of times. They were what they were … good people who were committed to their work,” Luke said.
“Nothing to indicate something like this?” She asked, knowing that Luke was naturally intuitive, but not knowing the full extent.
“No … nothing. It’s crazy. I just find it hard too hard to believe. I’ve been racking my brain to see if there’s something I missed … or if Amin ever said anything about them that would have indicated that they’d take their own lives. None of it makes any sense.” Luke said.
She squeezed his hand and wove her fingers in his, “I’m sorry baby,” she said as she rested her head on his shoulder.
Hartsfield airport in Atlanta is one of the worlds busiest, and that day was no exception. They were put in a holding pattern for approximately twenty minutes before being cleared to land. They were lucky that there was one private hanger available and were delivered a small C-class Mercedes as a perk for refueling the jet. Luke left Don to attend to the plane and fueling, then told him he’d let him know what the situation was as soon as he knew.
Luke had only been to Amin’s father’s church and their house once before, and always avoided Atlanta at all costs. Too much urban sprawl and congestion downtown. Chastity asked if he needed directions, to which he shook his head ‘no.’ Luke didn’t have Jack’s innate sense of direction, but he was the next best thing. He quickly recalled the address and detailed map of the city in his mind unconsciously, making his way on surface roads that would have been too difficult for a novice to navigate, especially in the fading light of dusk.
They pulled up next to the parsonage and noticed the construction sign, the car’s headlights illuminating tarps and building supplies on the side of the church. Apparently the workers were given a day off considering there was no construction activity at all and no workers leaving for the evening. They got out of the car and Luke opened the rear door for Bosco, then walked to the front door and knocked. A quick moment later the door opened and Amin’s expression said it all. Luke stepped in and hugged his friend tightly, feeling nothing but pure sadness and grief pour out of Amin’s body. They both stood in the doorway holding each other and crying.
________________
Paris
Jack walked over to Beth and put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said, not quite knowing if he was sorry that the man was dead, or that their mission was looking like it hit a dead end before it even started.
Beth was lost in thought, then said, “I just can’t believe it. Why now? Who else knew?” She immediately thought about Draper. No … it wouldn’t have been that fast, she thought.
Jack shook his head. He had no clue either. Beth turned to leave and motioned to Jack to follow her. She had no clue if the shots had been heard by others, but Dragin’s body was still warm. She knew he hadn’t been dead long. More worrying was that the killer may have seen them and might now be waiting. She had done a quick search of the flat and found no-one else, but that didn’t mean that they were safe.
Jack looked at her and shook his head while he scanned the features of the living room. He walked over and touched the doorframe that led to the bedroom hallway eyeing the structure as if he was a builder planning a renovation.
“What?” Beth finally asked.
“Something’s off,” Jack said.
“Other than the dead man in the living room?” She asked, her patience beginning to thin.
“No … I think there’s a safe in this wall,” he said absently, then walked into the guest bedroom on the opposite wall of the living room. “Here,” he said pointing to a painting that hung beside a large wall sconce.
Beth shot him a puzzled look, but quickly removed the painting. However, there was nothing behind it. 
“No,” Jack said, “Here,” moving his hand toward the sconce. 
“What the fuck are you talking about?” She said, annoyed. “There’s nothing there.”
Instead of replying to her, he moved past her and pressed a small indentation near the light switch under the shade, then delicately rotated the sconce counter clockwise exposing a longish, narrow box behind it. He quickly fished out two sheets of paper.
Beth’s expression changed from one of annoyance to pure amazement. “Holy shit,” she muttered. “How the hell did you see all that?” 
Jack smiled. “Here,” he said, tapping the side of his head, then handed the papers to her.
After leaving Dragin’s flat as inconspicuously as they’d entered, Jack and Beth walked back to Bercy village, Beth was hyper vigilant in the event someone might be following them. When she was convinced there was no threat, she pointed to a bar, the only one that was open. She quickly grabbed a table and sat down, motioning for a drink. She ordered an American whiskey and Jack did the same, secretly wishing for a hit of weed. After the drinks were delivered, she quickly downed the whiskey and stared back at the direction of Dragin’s flat, speaking in Croatian this time, she said “A waste of time,” ruefully, as if talking to herself.
Jack didn’t have Luke’s massive library of languages at his disposal - and certainly didn’t have his command of local dialects - but he did have a rudimentary knowledge of Croatian. He replied in kind, “I’m sorry,” he said.
She looked up inquisitively, “So you speak Croatian too? Did you date a Croat girl before, or was it something else you decided to learn?” She asked.
“Picked it up along the way I guess.” He mentally pivoted to the paperwork they’d found in Dragin’s apartment. It was just a series of numbers, which on the surface hadn’t made sense to either of them. “We’ll figure it out,” he said, nodding at the paperwork she’d stuffed into her jacket pocket. 
“You think?” She asked, visibly unsure.
“We’ve come this far …” he said, before she interrupted.
“This far for nothing,” she said.
“I don’t know,” Jack said wistfully, “I’ve found that puzzles tend work themselves out,” he said, tapping the side of his head again.
“God, I hope so,” she said, dropping money on the table for drinks. “Let’s go. I need to think and I’m guessing you need some more time to ‘process.’” 
As they got up from the table, Jack looped his long arm around her shoulder and she leaned into him. Walking back to the hotel, he silently hoped she was right. He breathed a deep breath of chilly air, trying to force the information in his head to shake loose and fall into place. 

Chapter 29
Little Bird
Atlanta
When did he get here?” Luke asked Amin in a whisper, nodding to Quan - his other employee - who had been standing for thirty minutes near the sofa looking at family photos that adorned the wall.
“A couple hours ago,” Amin replied in kind. “I know he wants to help. He wants to be here for me, but he doesn’t know quite what to do with himself,” referring to Quan’s semi Asperger condition, which … when under stress, was more pronounced.
Chastity, Luke and Amin sat at his parent’s living room table with Amin covering the same ground … repeating some of the same facts and questions, which Luke knew wasn’t unusual when someone was trying to process the grief.
“I saw the note,” Amin said, “I saw the medical report too,” he added. “I just still can’t believe it. I knew she had a doctors appointment, but I’d gone to sleep and they left a note saying they were going to dinner. I can’t fucking believe I wasn’t here,” he said through gritted teeth.
Luke knew there was no benefit to telling Amin that it wasn’t his fault … he’d said it previously, and his friend brushed the words aside, incapable of relinquishing responsibility. “What did the note say again?” Luke asked.
“I don’t know the exact phrasing … they put it in plastic and took it away, but it said something to the effect that my mom was diagnosed with terminal cancer, and that neither one could live without the other. That she didn’t want the last month of her life spent in pain.” Amin looked up at Chas and Luke who felt his burden, “That’s not like them … it’s just not,” he finally said.
Based on Luke’s previous encounters with Amin’s parents, he tended to agree with his friend’s assessment, but also knew that human’s were capable of doing things that were seemingly out of character … Quan and his big experiment came to mind. However, he didn’t question his friend, much less sow that seed of doubt. “Can you get the note back?” Luke asked, then added, “And your mom’s medical file? You said they took that too, right?”
Amin nodded. They said I can pick up their belongings late afternoon … after the autopsy,” his voice cracking as he said the word.
Luke put his hand on Amin’s arm, “I’ll go with you,” he said, as Amin shook his head as if it wouldn’t be necessary. “I’m going with you,” Luke said firmly. “That’s all there is to it.” Luke looked at Chastity and then pivoted back to Amin and asked, “You staying here tonight? Why don’t you let me get you a place,” he said.
Amin shook his head. “No, I want to be here … I need to be here.”
________________
Doug Reed, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation agent sat on his sofa, beer in hand, looking at the pictures of his ex wife and children. The family photo showed a smiling family, but in reality he knew his ex wife’s smile like the back of his hand, and it certainly wasn’t authentic in the picture. The last years of their marriage had been tortuous and he knew he’d become distant and absent, attributing his behavior to the axe that JP Preston had hanging over his head. Possibly out of guilt and shame for his pedophelia … or just not wanting to be found out, he disassociated from his family, finding himself performing more ‘errands’ for Preston. Though Reed was divorced now, the shame of his actions would be felt by his kids if his true nature was disclosed … Atlanta was after all, a small big town. But kids aside, a cop doing time is just a murder waiting to happen. He knew he wouldn’t last a year inside a penal institution. As soon as the inmates knew who he was and that he had ‘short-eyes,’ he’d be dead. He took a long pull off his beer, thinking there was still a glimmer of hope that Preston would finally relinquish his grip on him and he could try and live a normal life. Upon calling Preston, that small glimmer of hope seemed to vanish.
“Good job,” Preston said, his southern drawl even more pronounced. “I take it there were no issues,” he said.
“No. My little bird did what I needed,” Reed said, referring to Bug. “Nothing unexpected other than having to do, ugh …well, having to do it,” he stammered, referring to the murder of Amin’s parents.
Preston cocked his brow upon hearing this. “Am I hearing a cry for help?” He said mockingly. “This is not your first rodeo Doug, and I’m sure it won’t be your last,” Preston letting the words hang.
“Right,” Reed said slowly, clearly annoyed.
Preston continued, “Speaking of your ‘little bird,’ how likely is it that he’ll sing?” Preston asked, considering Bug to be a loose end.
“Not very likely, unless he wants to go down on an iron clad murder charge,” Reed said, matter of factly.
Preston made a grunting sound, “Hmm, well let’s hope that’s the case,” he said, not entirely convinced. “I’ll let you know if there’s anything else I’ll need from you.”
Reed hung up and thought about what Preston said. Bug was in his pocket … there would be no way he’d talk. He’d known who Ladarius “Bug” Johnson was for a while … most law enforcement officials knew about Bug as well. Though he was a member of a known gang, he was fairly smart and hadn’t been caught, except as a juvenile. Everyone knew he was in the drug game, even prostitution, but either no one could prove it or there was a decided lack of manpower to pursue him. 
Reed had set up Bug with another one of his informants … under the auspices of a drug deal. Not just any drug deal, but a large quantity of legitimate pain meds that were worth millions on the street. Reed had carefully curated the meeting place in an old abandoned warehouse, complete with hidden cameras and microphones. It was supposed to just be a drug deal, but when Reed’s informant reached into his pocket unexpectedly, Bug pulled out his pistol and shot him. In Bug’s defense, he thought it was self defense, however, after seeing an altered video of himself killing Reed’s informant, he knew he’d never stand a chance in court. Bug knew that being involved in a drug deal of that scale was bad enough, but killing a man, then taking the drugs and the money, would put him behind bars for life. 
No, Bug’s solid. But never hurts to be sure, Reed thought as he stared off into space as if looking for the invisible axe of JP Preston, wondering how bad it would hurt when it finally fell. 
 
Day 5
Tuesday
 

Chapter 30
Crossing a Line
Paris
Jack and Beth had gone to bed around 1:00 a.m. No sex this time, just light cuddling before they both rolled over to sleep. However, Jack’s mind was in overdrive and by 1:30 a.m. he was at the desk, light on its lowest level, looking that the two sheets of paper he’d retrieved from Dragin’s safe. It wasn’t much to go on, just three numbers on one page, two on the other. One of the numbers, 121000248, stood out to Jack, but the context still floated in the ether, waiting for him to make sense of it, but running on fumes, he knew an epiphany was unlikely.
He went back to bed and was awakened at noon to the sound of Beth closing the door and entering the hotel room. She carried two coffees in her hand. “You up?” She asked.
“Yeah … I guess,” Jack said, looking at the clock, slightly embarrassed that he’d slept so long.
“What time did you finally get to bed?” She asked.
Jack rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and sat up, motioning toward the coffee she was holding. “About three,” he said. “Just couldn’t help myself. I kept looking at the numbers on Dragin’s papers, trying to make sense of it.”
“Any luck,” she asked.
“I don’t know yet, he said. “There’s one number that keeps sticking out, but I can’t find any context … yet.”
Beth put her coffee down and looked at the paperwork, still laying on the small desk. “The one you circled?” She asked. Jack nodded and she continued, “I don’t know … these could be anything. Codes, account numbers, GPS coordinates … they could literally be any of those and more,” she said, blowing the steam off of her coffee.
Jack nodded, “I know. You’re right. Considering that I don’t have the ability to Accelerate here … and that there’s really not enough information for me to understand the context, I’m a little stuck,” he said.
She raised her eyebrows and cocked her mouth, unable to hide her disappointment. “So nothing’s coming to mind? Nothing at all?” She asked.
Jack felt the weight of the moment on him. It wasn’t lost on him that after all of the information he’d hammered into his head, he was at a loss. Nothing had fallen into place like it usually did. His intuition had either abandoned him, or the pressure of wanting to succeed … to prove his worth, was just too much for him. He shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he finally said.
She saw his embarrassment cloaked under the heavy layer of disappointment. “Look, we wouldn’t have gotten this far without you,” she said, then sat quietly for a moment pondering Draper. Did he give me everything? Dragin’s death can’t be a coincidence. Maybe Dragin was the guy that sent the asshole to get me? Was he the guy Draper contracted to find me. She quickly dismissed the idea … Dragin was in Draper’s file. If he’d known him, then he’d have killed him, she had no doubt that. Draper was a complicated human, but for better or for worse, she knew where she stood with him.
Beth quickly snapped out of her moment of thought, “I’m thinking we go back to Vegas,” she said.
It was Jack’s turn to sit in silence. To him, going back to Vegas seemed like failure. He’d originally gone back to his house to relax and recharge. Beth entering his life again … along with her personal project, had actually energized him and given him something new to wrap his mind around. He’d just started to feel like he was actually making headway and doing something good. He could understand why going back to Vegas made sense to her … she probably thought he could strap into his chair and something new would emerge. But he knew, that wouldn’t happen.
Jack finally spoke. “It won’t work,” he said, referring to further Accelerating. 
“But it might?” She said, hopefully.
Jack shook his head. “Doesn’t work that way,” he said. He tapped his head, “Once it’s in there, it’s in there. I haven’t forgotten anything. It’s just that sometimes insights are immediate … like stock market patterns, but other things with limited context and completely new information may take a day or two for my subconscious to make sense of it,” he said.
“Ok. If that’s how it works, that’s how it works. She quickly tried to lighten the mood, “Come on … get dressed. I’m flaming starving and I’ve been waiting for ‘sleeping beauty’ to wake up,” she said with a smile.
________________
Atlanta
Tom Horton, the ‘big box’ home goods billionaire and Organization associate, awoke promptly at six, as was his usual custom, and walked down the long driveway of his opulent house to retrieve his newspaper. His house stood back from the road, secluded from view and sat on one of the larger lots in Buckhead, not far from Amin’s father’s Church and the land it occupied, that he so desperately wanted.
He poured himself a cup of coffee and made his way silently to the den, not wanting to wake his wife. He loved his wife … sort of, but relished his time alone before heading to his office. He put his coffee cup on a Biedermeier side table, an original, unlike the knock-off crap that he’d made billions selling through his chain stores. With the explosion of mega-mansions came the need to furnish them. With low mortgage interest rates, most Americans were cash poor and house rich … financially strapped and looking to cut corners when furnishing their monstrosities. His home goods stores fit the bill, offering low price and low quality products that after a few stiff drinks, were passable to the less astute. 
He opened the newspaper, read the headlines, then flipped through the ‘local’ section when he saw an article that almost made him spill his coffee. He quickly checked the room and listened for any activity that would indicate that his wife was awake. When he was sure she hadn’t stirred, he picked up his phone and called JP Preston.
“It’s a bit early for social calls, isn’t it Tom?” Preston answered, his charming southern manner noticeably absent. 
Horton didn’t care, “I’m reading the newspaper,” he said referring to the article about the death of a prominent black preacher and his wife. “Was that you?” He asked.
“Us, you mean,” Preston quickly said, “And I have no idea what you’re talking about,” clearly indicating that the plan he’d mentioned to Horton, was indeed underway.
Horton paused, “I didn’t realize that …”
Preston cut him off. “Tom, I’m sure there’s a lot that you don’t realize at six thirty in the morning. Why don’t we just get together for lunch, after we’ve both properly settled into the day,” JP’s tone, now noticeably more cordial.
“Ok …” Horton responded.
“I’ll meet you at your office,” Preston said, “Then we’ll walk over and get a bite to eat at that place you like so much.”
Horton agreed and hung up, his coffee growing cold as he pondered what had happened … what he had started. He had no clue that murder would be involved … he had been under the impression that financial issues that would come to light and force a sale of the church property. Not murder. He was and Organization member that had benefitted from stock market manipulation, but now as he sat staring at the walls, he realized that he’d crossed a line that he could never step back from.

Chapter 31
Unsettling Gaze
Atlanta
Luke was up by 6:00 a.m. after sleeping like a rock. One of his more curious traits was his ability to sleep at will, no matter what was going on around him. The tragedy surrounding Amin’s parent’s death was awful, but Luke was adept at compartmentalizing and dealing with complex emotions in his own time, never letting sleep suffer for it. He grabbed a pair of running shorts and a t-shirt and put his sneakers on. Bosco woke too and shot him a picture of a fire hydrant. A simple message, but then again, Bosco was a dog. He grabbed Bosco’s leash as well as a small slip of paper from the desk … Amin’s valet ticket. Since Luke was in the neighborhood staying at the Omni downtown, he’d offered to grab Amin’s rental car and return it to him. He slipped the ticket into his pocket and quietly opened the door, careful not to wake Chas.
The early spring air was crisp and Luke regretted not wearing long sleeves as he leashed up Bosco and walked across the street to Centennial Park. Bosco sniffed endlessly, picky about perfect placement to make his morning deposit, looking for an area that would provide maximum impact for other dogs in the area. No one was around, and Luke let Bosco off the leash giving him instructions in picture form that he should relieve himself in an area of bushes, since Luke didn’t have a poop bag. Bosco trotted off, leaving Luke to stare at the buildings surrounding the park near the hotel, observing the remaining barricades with curiosity, as well as a few of the storefronts that had been boarded up. He briefly recalled the protests that had taken place around the police shooting of an unarmed black man. “Shit, that was fucked up,” he muttered to himself, the visual signs of a community in pain, registering with him on a deep level.
After Bosco finished fertilizing a nearby bush, he ran around the park for a few moments, sniffing new smells and leaving his liquid ‘Bosco was here’ mark for other other dogs in the area. Luke put him back on his leash and jogged around the perimeter of the park, letting his blood warm and allowing his body to produce a few extra endorphins, knowing that it was going to be a complicated day. 
After thirty minutes he made it to the club to get Amin’s car, breathing heavily and wondering why the hell he’d thought a jog was even remotely a good idea. The valet stand was closed, but he saw a large, bald, black man - “Staff” printed across his shirt - taking down a rope line.
“Hey man,” Luke said. “I need to get a car,” showing Amin’s valet ticket.
The bouncer named James - whose name was on his shirt - the same man who’d let Amin in the club previously, looked at Bosco nervously to determine if the big dog was a threat. He shook his head. “Can’t do that.” Luke didn’t say a word and James filled the void. “I don’t have a key and they don’t allow it before noon … the drinking and driving thing,” James said.
Luke stared at the man without speaking for a long moment, typical Luke.
James was six-foot-three and approximately two-hundred-eighty pounds, built like an NFL lineman, just without the fat. He wasn’t used to being stared at. The opposite actually. Most people dropped their eyes, never making eye contact due to his intimidating size and his permanent facial expression that was an equal mix of irritation and low grade disdain. He looked at Luke and attempted to match Luke’s stare, but was genuinely taken aback by the flame blue eyes locked on him. The stare was incongruent with Luke’s casual yet confident demeanor and long blonde hair that hung close to his shoulders. It was the first time that James remembered feeling uncomfortable in the presence of someone who didn’t have a size advantage on him.
“What?” James finally said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.
Luke softened his eyes and offered a thousand watt smile. “Come on man. That’s not exactly true,” he said conspiratorially. “See that key ring in your hand? The middle key opens the valet stand. You know I’m not drunk, and you also know that there’s no one here that would know or even care. It’s more of a discretionary policy,” Luke said, matter of factly.
James stood with his mouth open, just slightly enough for Luke to know he was trying to process how Luke knew he was being untruthful. Of course James had no clue that during Luke’s stare down, every micro expression on his face was clear as print, and that Luke watched him imperceptibly touch the middle key on the ring while he was talking. For Luke, nothing went unnoticed, but for the average person, being so completely ‘called out,’ was unsettling. 
Luke let the large man off the hook, not wanting him to pop rivets trying to figure out how Luke knew what he knew. “The car is my friends … his parents just died and he wasn’t able to make it back to get it. If you could help me out, I know he’d appreciate it,” Luke said, then put a crisp fifty dollar bill and the valet ticket into the bouncer’s open palm.
James looked down at it quickly, then wrapped his large hand around the bill and ticket, shaking his head as he walked to the valet stand and retrieved the keys to Amin’s rental car. He gave the key’s to Luke without saying a word and nodded toward the valet lot, where only two cars were parked, rubbing his massive bald head wondering what the hell had just happened.
________________
Paris
At 1:00 p.m. Paris time, Jack was showered, dressed and headed out the door with Beth to grab a bite. Their backpacks were stuffed with gear in the event Jack bubbled up information and they needed to move quickly. They walked along the Bercy Village pedestrian path, but nothing looked good and breakfast had wound down. 
“You mind?” Jack asked pointing down a side street. 
“What?” She asked, a question which was getting asked more frequently as of late.
“I’m not up for French anything right now,” he said. “There’s a Five Guys burger joint a block over. I could use a burger and they’re good,” he said, remembering that he’d eaten at the chain restaurant near his parents Florida home in Delray Beach often.
She raised her eyebrows, “It’s your heart disease, but I’m in,” she said.
They unwrapped the double burgers on a park bench adjacent to the pedestrian mall in Parc de Bercy. The sun was out and the grease that dripped down Jack’s hand sparkled in the light. Apparently Beth had never eaten there, and gawked in amazement at the bottom of the bag that was lined with extra fries. “Holy shit,” she said, pulling out the steaming hot fries and chewing gingerly so not to burn her mouth. “Not bad,” she said with a wink.
After gorging themselves on pure Americana, Jack motioned to a large patch of green grass and lay down. Beth sat crosslegged next to him, both digesting and lost in thought. Jack watched the sun filter through the canopy of trees above him, thinking that the flickering light was some sort of cosmic pattern that would be worthy of decoding. Possibly a code that might hold the key to unlocking secrets that might demystify all of the random fragments of information in his head. He had been quiet for ten minutes and almost nodded off, when he sat up and grabbed his laptop out of his backpack.
“Think of something?” She asked.
“Not really,” he said. “Just seeing if I missed anything or if something will make sense.”
Beth pondered what Jack had said, then pointed her finger to the sky as if a thought had just popped in her head. “Damn,” she said. “Can’t believe I was that fucking stupid,” getting up and pulling the small Stingray device from her bag.
Jack looked at her curiously, to which she replied, “I totally forgot to look at the call log … for calls to and from Dragin. Maybe that will help … maybe something is in there?” she said. 
Jack could’t argue with the logic and leaned over to see as she scrolled through the log file containing hundreds of calls and texts. 
“Shit, there’s so many,” she said, annoyed.
“Keep going,” Jack prodded, then suddenly became more animated. “Stop … go back to the previous page,” he said. She did as instructed and scrolled through them again. “That one,” Jack said. “Look at that one.”
She quickly selected the number and hit the Enter button. It was a text … all it said was #22. 
“It’s nothing, she said. “Probably some text in response to an ad, or a message to a friend,” she said. 
Jack wrinkled his forehead. “Maybe,” he said, letting the words hang, then pivoted. “I’m stuffed and in a food coma right now. Ok if we just chill and see what comes to mind,” Jack said, touching her hand and laying back down on the cool grass.

Chapter 32
Signing Authority
Atlanta
After spending the latter half of the morning lounging in bed and exploring each other’s bodies - in a way that only two people that are truly in love do - Luke & Chasity pulled into Amin’s parents drive at 1 p.m., their post coital afterglow still in tact. Walking up to the door, they saw it open and an older black gentleman exit, head wrinkled in thought with Amin looking on with a deep look of consternation. Luke tried to make eye contact with the old man as he passed by, but the man didn’t look up and continued walking toward the church. The absence of workers on such a moderate spring day didn’t go unnoticed by Luke.
“What was that about?” Luke asked after hugging his friend.
“I don’t really know,” Amin said, ushering his friends in and taking a seat at the dining table, which seemed to be the new ritual.
Luke and Chas were quiet, the only sound in the house was the shower down the hall. “Quan,” Amin said in response to the question plastered on Luke’s face. “The boy doesn’t shower sometimes. Had to make him,” Amin said, referencing Quan’s habit of delaying personal care until his smell began to offend others. 
Luke nodded and Chastity made an eew look. “Yeah, he is an interesting one for sure,” Luke said, then added, “Who was that?” Referring to the older man he’d seen leaving as they came up.
“Jesse Freeman. One of the church elders and head deacon,” Amin replied.
“He didn’t look happy,” Luke said, realizing that there was an absence of grief on the old man’s face, something he assumed would be present when visiting Amin.
“No, he wasn’t,” Amin said. “There’s a problem and he needed to ask me a few questions,” Amin shook his head, as if he was trying to remember something.
Luke sat quietly for a long moment, then kept prodding, slightly annoyed that his friend was only doling out information in dribs and drabs. “What kind of problem?” Luke asked.
Amin realized that the pace of the conversation was getting under Luke’s skin. Having been around him for years, he knew that when Luke wanted information, he’d keep at it until he was satisfied, no matter if the timing was off or if the person he was interrogating told him to fuck off. Luke was nothing if not predictable. 
“According to Jesse, the church is broke. There’s money missing and no one knows where it went … other than a string of large transfers over the past three months and an even larger one the day my parents,” Amin said, then paused and collected himself, “The day my parents died, there was a transfer of all of the churches remaining funds.”
“What does that have to do with you?” Luke continued.
“Well, my father had signing authority for payments since he was the head of the finance committee. Jesse’s saying that the church is flat broke and all of the accounts are wiped out. He wanted to know if my Dad said anything to me about it,” Amin sighed.
Chas finally spoke, echoing Luke’s thoughts, “Damn, that’s shit timing. Asking you about that now,” she said. “Is he accusing your father?”
Amin looked at her and shrugged. “Yeah, timing does suck. Jesse didn’t come right out and say it, but I can tell he has questions about my father … about the church money, where it went, and what my father knew about it.” Amin paused again, then resumed, “Apparently there was a large payment due to the contractor and it hasn’t been paid. All of the work on the church has stopped … it’s a bit of a mess over there now and they don’t have anyway to pay the contractors until the money is found. Jesse’s desperate for answers and I sure as hell don’t have them,” Amin said.
Luke nodded appreciatively then looked up as Quan entered the dining area and sat down. “You smell good,” Luke said.
“Thanks,” Quan said, in a childlike way, Luke’s sarcasm completely escaping him. Quan followed up by asking what they were discussing, and Luke filled him in so Amin wouldn’t have to. 
Luke watched Quan’s expression, and felt a little guilty about holding Quan’s and Chastity’s pre-death, sexual adventure at the weed farm against Chas. Quan wasn’t like every other guy and he certainly didn’t view Chastity as a conquest, even though she’d initiated the whole thing. Quan had either forgotten or it didn’t register the same way it would have with anyone else. In Luke’s opinion, Quan was asexual at best, never doing or saying anything that would lead one to believe he had physical or romantic impulses toward either sexes.
Quan listened intently, only to say, “Oh, that’s bad,” in reply.
“That’s a blinding glimpse of the fucking obvious,” Luke responded, irritated for having to repeat the story only to get a stupid reply. He quickly turned to Amin, “I brought your rental car back. Have you called the police station to find out when we can pick up your parent’s effects?” Luke asked, changing the subject.
“I was about to when Jesse came over,” Amin said, then pulled out his phone and the card one of the officers had given him. He made the call and ended by thanking the person on the other end of the line. “Yeah, we can go on over,” he said.
________________
Paris
Beth sat on the lush park grass. When Jack nodded off, she people watched … specifically watching kids play as their mother’s gently attempted to guide their activities to keep scrapes and falls to a minimum in an effort to keep them safe. To those in the Organization, she was a heartless bitch … a killer and a skilled operative with no equal. That was certainly an accurate depiction of one of her personas, but with the benefit of therapy, she knew she was much more. She knew she’d never be able to have children of her own, owing to a group of Serbian paramilitary men who brutally raped her and extinguished the possibility of her ever giving life to a child. She had accepted that hard truth and channeled her vengeance into being the Organizations ‘hand of God.’ 
But now, something had shifted. Sitting in the grass beside Jack - someone who saw her as more than just a damaged person - she kept a watchful vigil. She scanned the park, on alert for those who would want to do a child harm, fancying herself as the protector of others versus destroyer of lives. She was filled with a sense of calm. Calm but present, which was very different from her usual practice of disassociation … disassociation that had become so integral in performing heartless acts and compartmentalizing personal pain. At some point during the past two days, there’d been a shift, the birthing of a persona that wanted to evolve and unfold, especially in the presence of Jack. More interesting, instead of running from those feelings, she actually wanted to feel them.
Jack rose from the carpet of grass with an epiphany, knocking her out of her trance-like state. 
“Luka Dedic,” Jack said, “He’s the man we’re looking for.”
She looked up at him, her perpetual amazement now a common facial feature and quickly shifted back into ‘Draper’s Girl.’ “How the hell do you know that?” she asked.
“It was the phone number I think … the number that Dragin texted the odd #22 message to. It just popped in my head while I was laying down,” Jack said.
Beth looked at him in amazement, trying to measure Jack’s level of confidence in identifying another person of interest from an innocuous text to an unknown number. As she looked at him, she could tell he was sure. “You wouldn’t happen to have an address on him, would you?” She asked.
“14 Rue de la Fidélité, apartment three… tenth arrondissement, the Dixième,” he said with a smile, using the colloquial name.
“That is so freaky! Freaky but really cool,” she said excitedly. “Glad we didn’t go back to Vegas.”
Beth and Jack wasted no time and grabbed their backpacks. To the natives, they looked like a cross between tourists or young professionals, but then again it was Paris, and the Parisians didn’t really give a damn. As long as they didn’t stick out or scream out questions in American English, they were fairly inconspicuous.
It took a while to find a parking spot and they decided to hang around the area until dark to do reconnaissance, again just another couple in love exploring the area. Beth picked up a local real estate guide for apartment rentals and made a show of looking through it and commenting on several places as they sipped beer at a small bar directly underneath Luka Dedic’s apartment. The bar was located next to the entry way door leading into the apartment complex common area. Beth reached down in her purse and turned on her small Stingray device, inputting Dedic’s number so she could capture any activity. 
They sat for an hour nursing their beers then ordered appetizers when the bartender began giving them disapproving stares, though neither was hungry.
“Nothing,” she said, after she placed her order and the bartender left. “No activity at all from the number,” pointing to the display on her electronic eavesdropping device.
Jack pointed to her phone, “Give it a try?” He asked. “Maybe see if he’s home?”
She considered his suggestion and gave him a slight nod. “Be right back. Need to go across the street to the pharmacy,” she said, taking her phone from the bar.
Jack watched as she walked across the street and into the pharmacy. He hadn’t understood why she’d said that and didn’t understand why she hadn’t made the call from the bar, but as he watched her, he quickly understood. He saw her milling around the selection of cosmetics near the front window, then pull out her phone and make a call, watching Dedic’s apartment from her vantage point to see if there was movement within. 
Within a few moments, she was back in her barstool. “Nope,” she said. “No answer and no reading from the thing,” she said, nodding toward the Stingray device in her purse.
Jack considered this and had begun to ponder next moves when something caught his eye in the real estate flyer. He looked at the flyer intently then he pointed to a listing. “Think I know why,” he said pushing the flyer over to her. 
“Shit, it’s vacant. That’s why,” she said, looking at the advertisement for Dedic’s apartment. 
Jack noted her disappointment. “What next?” He asked.
She sipped her beer and took a bite of cheese of the charcuterie board the bartender had delivered. “I’m thinking it makes sense to see if he left anything behind,” she said.
“So we break in?” Jack asked. “We’ll have to wait until it gets dark and everything closes. We could be here a while,” he said, as if he was now a surveillance pro. 
She smiled, then picked up the phone and dialed the number on the listing. She spoke in rapid French, then hung up. “The on-site apartment manager can meet us in thirty minutes,” she said, then mockingly tapped her head as Jack had done many times. “No need to make things harder than they need to be,” she said with a smirk.

Chapter 33
Loose Ends
Atlanta
Around lunchtime, Doug Reed was sitting in the left turn lane to pull into JP Preston’s offices, when he noticed JP pulling out of the parking lot. Interesting, Reed thought. The man never leaves his office. He made a quick decision, pulled a u-turn, then followed JP. He needed to talk to JP … in person. Wherever JP was going, Reed figured that he could spare five minutes to discuss what Reed so desperately needed … to be let off the hook that JP had so securely planted up his ass. JP pulled in front of the Park Bar, a relaxed yet upscale restaurant known for their bourbons and pub food. JP waved toward a man that was about to enter the restaurant. He pulled into the lone parking slot on the side of the building, and caught up with the man he’d saluted on the street and the two men entered the bar together. Reed shook his head and debated what to do. He was hungry as well, but needed to speak with JP. He decided to wait until JP had finished lunch … the conversation was too important and an hour of slight hunger pangs would be well worth it.
Tom Horton nodded toward a table off to the side of sparsely populated restaurant, leading the way and sitting down quickly. JP followed suit. Horton was a regular and the waiter quickly brought him his usual midday craft bourbon ‘pick me up,’ neat. JP ordered the same.
“So, Tom. I take it that you’re a little confused, based on your call this morning. Early this morning,” JP said with a hint of annoyance.
Horton was about to speak but stopped short when the waiter arrived with their drinks. When the waiter was out of earshot, Horton spoke in a hushed tone. “I didn’t think anyone would be killed,” he said.
JP shook his head and rolled his eyes with a mix of disdain and pity, wondering how a man who had risen to the top of the food chain in his profession could say something so utterly stupid in public … even in a sparsely populated bar.
“Stop,” JP said curtly. “This is not the place. Why don’t we take a quick walk if you feel the need to practice a little self-absolution.”
 JP motioned to the waiter, saying that they needed to step out for a moment but would be back. The waiter gave a shrug to which JP responded by placing two twenty dollar bills on the table. “Please save our seat if you don’t mind,” he said.
“Over there,” JP said, exiting the restaurant and pointing to an unoccupied park bench across the street.
Doug Reed was scrolling through his phone when he saw JP and another man exit the restaurant and walk across the street. JP looked annoyed. Reed had certainly seen that look before and didn’t envy the man who had elicited that response. He didn’t recognize the man, but now he was curious. From his vantage point in the adjacent parking lot, he had a clear frontal view of both men. “Hmm, this should be interesting,” he muttered to himself, then pulled out a camera with a telephoto lens from his surveillance bag in the back seat. He flipped the device to video mode and zoomed in on JP’s and the other man’s faces.
“Tom,” JP said quickly, “What the hell is wrong with you. “I understand if you have questions, but asking me that in a goddamned public place? What were you thinking?”
Horton wasn’t used to being spoken to like that and his face turned red, slightly out of anger, but mostly from embarrassment.
JP’s tone turned quickly back to the syrupy cadence that he was known for, “In answer to your question, it needed to happen. I’m not a big fan of loose ends. I’m sorry you weren’t made aware, but as I’m sure you can appreciate, operational decisions are mine and my employer’s alone. They aren’t up for discussion and we’re certainly not looking for feedback,” JP said, his hard admonishment out of sync with his relaxed, almost kindly delivery.
Horton swallowed hard. “JP, I was under the assumption that the only thing involved would be moving money and altering financial accounts … not murder,” he said in a hushed tone.
JP considered this. “The financial piece is complete and the benefits we discussed will come to fruition.”
“Yeah, but…” Horton said, but was quickly cut off.
“Tom, you’ll be able to acquire the church property shortly,” JP said, then paused and narrowed his eyes. “As an added benefit, you’ll also be free from the woman who is sniffing around the edges of your ‘proclivities.’ Based on that alone, I’d think you’d be better served by keeping quiet and appreciating the fact that we’re killing two birds with one stone,” JP almost chuckled at his own word play.
Horton’s expression shifted immediately to one that resembled shame, looking down at his feet and clasping his hands. “So, when you mentioned ‘loose ends,’ those are taken care of?” Horton asked, now completely focused on himself.
“They are … for the most part,” JP said. “A few others will need to be tied up, but again, those are operational decisions and won’t impact you negatively in the least.”
Horton nodded in response.
“Now, I think we’re done with that particular topic,” JP said, with a tone indicating there was nothing left to discuss. “Let’s eat. I hear they have a truly marvelous burger,” JP said enthusiastically, getting up to walk back to the restaurant. Horton followed him back, having completely lost his appetite.
Doug Reed stopped filming and put his camera back. It was obvious that JP and the other man were having a private and uncomfortable discussion. He could read that from the other man’s body language a mile away. He quickly realized that he’d be better served by running the video conversation through his LipNet platform back at his office, to see if he could tease out JP’s conversation. JP had a razor to Reed’s balls for over a year, and he was eager to find any way possible to extricate himself from JP’s grip. He also knew that in dealing with JP, more information was always better. “Keep your enemies closer,” he said to himself as he put his car in reverse and headed toward his office. 
________________
Amin drove while Luke and Chas sat in the backseat with Bosco, Quan riding shotgun. They arrived at the downtown Atlanta police department around 1 p.m., having to park in a nearby parking garage. It was only seven blocks from Luke and Chas’ hotel, and would be a short drive-to drop-off Amin on the way back. Bosco wasn’t permitted in the building and Quan spoke up quickly offering to stay with the dog outside while the rest of them took care of things. 
Upon noticing that Quan wasn’t leaving, Bosco shot Luke the equivalent of a ‘really?’ remark. Actually, it was just a picture … Bosco’s way of communicating. It was an image of Quan having a small seizure. Luke appreciated the humor, then quickly realized Bosco wasn’t being funny. Humor wasn’t in his limited vernacular. The Dog’s thought originated out of a concern if Quan had an episode. Luke just reached down and pet him, saying “Good boy, it’s cool,” then he, Amin, and Chas entered the gray, featureless building.
They walked up to the lone visitors window, complete with four inch thick, bullet proof plexiglass, and a large, overly tired white woman parked behind it. Her massive ass completely covered the stool as she grudgingly acknowledged them, glancing up from a YouTube video on her phone. She acted as if she was annoyed, then referred them to the second floor ‘personal effects’ department, and went back to her video.
The personal effects department was located off of a small hallway at the end of a very large room, a bullpen for the detective squad. Luke didn’t have to use his supernatural powers of deduction to know this, ‘Detectives’ was labeled on the door of the large, glass enclosed space. They walked by, as they watched a sparse assortment of detectives talking on their phones, others seemingly immersed in their work.
 
 

Chapter 34
Default Authority
Atlanta
Doug Reed sat at his office chair, gently rocking back and forth, lost in thought. His GBI office was located inside the downtown Atlanta Police station, in was what was commonly called ‘flex space’ in modern office space parlance. It was heavy on ’flex,’ short on ‘space’ … practically a closet with six cubicles. Reed took the video of JP and his park-bench friend and ran it through his LipNet software once again, trying to dance the line … zooming in on the men’s lips and facial features, but not so close that video resolution went to shit. He had the software platform ‘lip-read’ JP’s conversation five times and each time the basic context was the same. With the exception of a word here and there, Reed had a high degree of confidence that he understood what was said, which raised more questions than answers.
His scalp was tingling, and could feel small beads of sweat begin to dot his sparsely covered scalp. What the fuck am I into? He thought. It was evident that JP and the man named Tom were talking about the murder of Reverend White and his wife … a murder that Reed himself committed. But, listening to JP talk the man named Tom off the wall, he was struck by the admission that JP wasn’t calling all the shots … that he had an ‘employer’ of sorts. Reed knew that the more people involved with a crime or had knowledge of it, the greater chance of getting caught. He certainly had a better idea of why JP had targeted the White’s … for the church land, apparently for the man Tom, whom he’d just met with. That part he understood. But he was as curious as Tom as to why the White’s actually had to die. Based one the fact that it sounded like a typical, bullshit real estate fuck-over, having them murdered seemed like literal over-kill, especially when they already had a financial angle working to accomplish the same thing. 
Reed was completely in the dark when it came to JP’s reference to Tom’s ‘proclivities,’ but based on the fact that JP had his own nuts in a vice, JP probably had compromising information on Tom as well as quite a few others. 
“Loose ends,” Reed thought to himself, replaying JP’s words in his head. “Their are still a few loose ends to tie up.” It occurred to Reed that based on the scope of the conspiracy that he was involved in, he could very well be considered a ‘loose end’ by JP or whomever his employer was. Reed thought more about his situation. He had loose ends to tie up as well, in addition to potential leverage for staying alive and possibly getting JP out of his life forever. 
A cell phone rang in the back of the room, and a GBI agent seated in the back corner answered it. Reed had almost forgotten that he wasn’t alone in the room, and quickly put away his laptop. He shook his head and decided a cup of coffee was in order.
________________
After seeing that the room for claiming effects was small and claustrophobic, Luke and Chas opted to wait outside in the hallway as Amin collected his parents belongings. A few minutes later, a door labeled Georgia Bureau of Investigations opened and a pudgy white guy with a receding hairline walked out, his gun belt lost in the mound of midsection that covered it.
“Help you?” the cop asked, eyeing at Luke and Chas suspiciously as if they’d just committed a homicide.
“Just waiting for a friend to pick up some belongings,” Luke replied, his eyes fixated on the man, as usual noting everything, including the keycard on his lanyard that read “Reed.”
“Who is it?” Reed asked, as if he knew every homicide or death that occurred within the greater Atlanta area.
Luke held his stare, but played along. “White … Reverend White. Robert and Bessie,” Luke replied.
The GBI agent didn’t blink, but Luke noticed a small twitch in the corner of his mouth, sweat forming at his temples and his face performing a version of a pitcher’s ‘wind-up’ as he manufactured a look of consternation. “Sorry to hear about that,” Agent Reed said. “Heard they were good folks.” 
Reed held Luke’s stare until it was uncomfortable, then broke off contact. Reed said something to the effect of ‘God bless’ - or some other stupid platitude - then left, navigating the hallway in a cocksure manner that only a cop with default authority can. 
“That was weird,” Chas said. “Some cops, I truly dislike … can tell they’re just assholes with a gun.”
Luke broke from his thoughts … thoughts that mirrored hers and more. “Considering you were one, that’s pretty harsh,” he said.
She wrinkled up her face. “Not a cop,” she said. “Agent … big difference.”
“His name tag said agent too,” Luke said, to which she offered an acidic smile while mouthing the words ‘Kiss my ass.’
________________
Paris
The apartment manager was around thirty-five if Jack had to guess, but looked as if he was aging quickly. Frown lines punctuated his mouth and the smell of cigarettes clung to his clothing … clothing which would have been fashionable in a previous decade. He was nice enough, or at least as nice as a Parisian can be prior to their 6:00 p.m. glass of wine. Jack could tell by the slight crimson stain on the side of his lip that he probably started drinking earlier. Beth and Jack followed him to apartment 3, as he chatted mindlessly about the area and convenience of the local shops and restaurants nearby.
The manager opened the door, and they followed him in. Beth stopped and looked at him inquisitively. “Furnished?” She asked.
The manager nodded, then quickly went on to say that the furniture could be removed if the new tenant so desired. Beth looked at Jack who had been walking around looking at the bones of the apartment, trying to determine if there was something unusual about the structure, as he’d done at Dragin’s flat. He shook his head imperceptibly and Beth immediately understood that she’d need to do a quick search of the apartment. She spoke to Jack in Croatian, “I need a minute to look around,” she said.
Jack nodded that he understood. Small talk wasn’t his thing, but he stepped in and engaged the manager, asking him questions about the age of the apartment, plumbing and type of tenants living in the building. Jack talked while he walked, and the manager followed him answering questions while Jack eyed the kitchen and opened cabinets, leaving Beth to examine the other rooms alone.
Beth heard Jack chatting up the manager from the bedroom, and appreciated him stepping up and doing his best to keep the manager occupied, something she knew wasn’t a natural act for him. She did a quick sweep of the closet, looked under the mattress and in every nook and cranny that would either be a likely hiding place or where something might unintentionally fall. It was a spacious one bedroom apartment, but the bedroom was clean as well as the bathroom. She walked into the living room to find Jack still in the kitchen asking questions about school districts, to which the apartment manager attempted to answer without really understanding the question, since that wasn’t a question that prospective tenants usually asked. 
Beth broke in, this time speaking French. “Dear, do you mind checking out the rest of the building? I’d like to just sit for a moment and get a sense of the space.”
Jack immediately understood, and looked at the manager and shrugged as if it was just a woman thing. Jack nodded toward the door to look at the rest of the building and the common areas.
When they left, Beth began searching the living room. There was nothing under the lightly worn sofa or chair cushions or anything left on flat surfaces of the bookcase. The corners were clean and there were no telltale marks on any of the fixtures to indicate unusual use, normal for hiding places. She made her way into the kitchen, noting that the furnishings were unusually nice for the type of apartment, curious if the previous tenant, Luka Dedic, had left quickly or if the apartment was just a crash pad of sorts.
In the kitchen she did the same as Jack, opening the cabinets and drawers and finding nothing. She heard Jack and the manager talking outside the door and was about to exit the kitchen when she noticed a small slip of folded paper, wedged between the kitchen counter top and the refrigerator. She quickly retrieved the slip of paper and put it in her pocket as Jack and the manager made their way back to the kitchen. Jack looked at her and in French asked what she thought of the place, then raised his eyebrows to see if she’d had any luck.
She nodded slightly, “It has promise. I don’t know about the furniture,” she said, then turned to the manager. “Was the furniture here or did the previous tenant leave it?” She asked.
The manager shrugged, then answered thoughtfully. “I think it’s the previous tenant’s. The tenant said he had a family emergency and that we could keep the furniture or dispose of it how we saw fit. It’s actually pretty nice as you can see,” he said gesturing toward the well appointed living room, “We haven’t had time to move it out, but we may leave it here for the moment, in case someone wants a furnished apartment. The lease was paid in full, so it wasn’t a problem,” the manager said, acting as if he was being extraordinarily accommodating.
“Well, it is nice,” she said, but we have a few others to look at tomorrow.”
The manager handed her a card, realizing that she was the decision maker of the two, and told her to call quickly because it wouldn’t stay on the market long. He quickly added that it had only been up for rent for two days and he already had seven inquiries. Both Beth and Jack nodded as they thanked the manager and left.
Neither Beth nor Jack said a word as they made their way back to the car. Once in the car Jack asked, “So? Anything?”
“I don’t know,” she said pulling the scrap of paper from her pocket. “I didn’t get a chance to look at it.” The paper was folded, but as soon as she opened it, a smile crept across her face. She handed the piece of paper to Jack. It was a mail forwarding receipt, that included the old apartment address and the new one. 
Jack looked at the receipt, smiled broadly and said, “Jackpot!”

Chapter 35
A Death Sentence
Atlanta
Amin walked out of the personal effects office with a look of hopelessness. He held a large bag containing clothing as well as his father’s watch, his mother’s jewelry and assorted paperwork. “I need to make funeral arrangements,” he said absently, not stopping to talk to Luke or Chas. 
They followed him down the hall and into the elevator, saying nothing as not to intrude on Amin’s moment of reflection. Walking out the door of the building they spotted Quan and Bosco who quickly made their way over and fell in step as they walked back to the car.
Once out of the garage, Luke offered, “Why don’t you guys come with us to the hotel. We can work out the details and order a bite of lunch. We’d like to help a bit, if that’s alright?”
Amin was still in a trance, but nodded his head and said “OK,” feeling slightly overwhelmed … sadness welling up in him.
Luke and Chas’ ‘room' was actually a large, two bedroom suite. They all took a seat in the living area with Luke taking orders for room service. Luke looked at the large bag of personal effects and asked Amin, “You mind?” He said, lighting touching the corner of the bag.
Amin shrugged as if he didn’t mind and Luke took the bag to the large entry way table and emptied the contents. There was a pair of pants and shirt as well as a dress … Amin’s parent’s clothing. Luke noted the jewelry and laid it aside. He found a small plastic bag containing the suicide note and Amin’s mother’s medical records as well as an empty bottle of Dilaudid and the toxicology report. There was also a receipt from a restaurant named Pasta Vino, that showed the purchase of two bottles of wine.
Luke looked at the receipt curiously. He was by no means religious, but one of the aspects of Accelerating was a knowledge of most religious sects do’s and don’ts. Amin’s father was a Baptist preacher. Baptist’s, or at least their church leadership, were usually conspicuous teetotalers. Luke stared at the toxicology report while Chas, Quan and Amin were engaged in light conversation. He heard Chas offer to make calls regarding funeral arrangements, to which Amin acquiesced. The medical report was fairly thin. It contained brief doctor notes as well as lab and MRI results, stating that Amin’s mother had stage four pancreatic and kidney cancer. By the look of the various antigen levels in her blood - especially CA 19-9 - Luke agreed with the doctor’s assessment. The report looked like a death sentence.
Chastity picked up the hotel phone and asked for the concierge, deciding that she’d let him do a bit of the leg work in finding the nearest, nicest funeral home. While she outlined her request, Amin made his way over to Luke and looked at the documents spread out on the table.
“What’s it mean?” Amin asked, pointing to the medical records.
Luke glanced up at him and shook his head, “It means your mom was really sick. Based on this report, as I understand it, she was in for a very rough time,” Luke said.
Amin looked at the toxicology report. “This is fucked up,” he said, tentatively. That much Dilaudid and alcohol? No fucking way. They didn’t drink and my mom wouldn’t take pills … she had trouble swallowing them,” Amin said, his voice rising in anger.
Luke knew that denial was one of the first reactions people have when faced with a sudden, inexplicable loss, but pointed to the restaurant receipt showing the wine purchases.
Amin looked at the receipt and muttered, “Bullshit.”
“Maybe given the diagnosis, they decided they needed a drink,” Luke offered sympathetically.
“No, you don’t get it. They never drank … not even wine or champagne on special occasions. They gave me shit every time I ordered a drink in their presence,” he said, then paused and continued. “Fuck the wine, what’s weird is that the receipt says they paid with cash. I know that’s bullshit. My father never carried cash and always used a debit card so he could track every little purchase. Hell, if he bought chewing gum and a soda, he used his debit card.”
Luke could see that Amin was worked up, grief clouding his judgement. Amin was unwilling to accept that his parents may have stepped out of character. But, given the hopelessness of his mom’s diagnosis, and the level of codependence that his parents likely shared, maybe it wasn’t too far fetched. 
Luke tried to come up with something that would assuage his friends grief. “So,” Luke said slowly, “If it would help, why don’t we stop by the doctors office and the restaurant and ask a few questions. That work?” Luke suggested, hoping that first-hand information might remove Amin’s lingering doubts and help him move on.
Room service arrived and they ushered the server in and Luke signed the check, while Amin touched his arm. “Yeah,” Amin said. “Let’s do that.”

Chapter 36
It’s About the Wine
Paris
I don’t know that address,” Jack said thoughtfully, looking a the mail forwarding receipt again. “It’s just not coming up,” he said, slightly embarrassed that there was no recollection in his memory vault.
“Well, I certainly wouldn’t expect that you could know everything, even though you know so damn much it hurts my head to even fathom it,” Beth said. “We wouldn’t have even found this if you hadn’t known where to look in the first place,” she said.
“Well I was in the kitchen before you, and I missed it,” Jack said, shaking his head.
“Really? Are you really that hard on yourself? You’re frigging amazing,” she said, holding his face and touching her lips to his. “We wouldn’t be in Paris … wouldn’t have found Dragin, and certainly wouldn’t have known who we’re looking for now if it wasn’t for you.”
He pulled back slightly and gave her a wry smile. “Thanks,” he said. “What next?”
“How are you feeling?” She asked. Jack shrugged in reply and nodded he was good. “Well, if that’s the case, then why don’t we use the same playbook as before … after we get a little rest,” she said, taking off her top and exposing her near perfect breasts.
________________
 
Atlanta
After lunch, Luke told Chas and Quan what the plan was … a quick outing to the restaurant and doctor’s office just to check a few things out. Chastity offered to tag along, since she had the concierge working overtime on funeral arrangements with the promise of a generous tip. Quan declined, and offered to stay with Bosco.
Luke, Chas and Amin made it to the restaurant after the lunch crowd had thinned, walked to the hostess stand and asked for the manager. The manager was a sturdy built Italian woman in her mid-forties and Luke guessed that she was one of the owners or one of their daughters, based on her resemblance to the family pictures that adorned the entryway wall.
Amin pulled out the receipt and asked, “We’re just looking for some help. My parents came in the other night and ate, and I think there’s a discrepancy in the bill,” he said, not mentioning that they had died.
“What kind of discrepancy,” she asked, slightly annoyed.
“Well,” Amin said, “For starters, it’s about the wine.”
The manager looked at the bill and shrugged, “I don’t know what to tell you, we have a lot of customers.
Amin took out his phone and quickly showed her a picture of his parents. “Do you know them, see them before?” He asked earnestly.
The manager paused and looked at the photo, then at the receipt and back at them. “They look familiar,” she said, “But I can’t be sure.”
As usual, Luke stared at her intently. After a long moment, Chas broke the silence. “Do you mind if we take a look at the security feeds,” Chas asked.
The woman looked stunned. “Ughh, well yes, I do mind. That’s not something we have access to on the premises and no one other than our management team or security company reviews it,” she said slowly. 
Chas reached into her purse and pulled out her Department of Agriculture credentials along with her AG Investigative Services badge. “Look, there’s really no problem, but we’re looking into a bottle of wine that was sold … we believe you received some from a local distributor, and we’re tracking it down. It seems that some people have gotten sick. If you could help us out, then I’d appreciate it,” Chas said with a light smile and an expression that let the woman know she wasn’t interested in taking ‘no’ for an answer.
Luke shot Chas an approving look, to which she cocked her eyebrows in reply. The manager quickly excused herself saying that she’d have to make a call regarding the security feeds. 
Luke walked from the hostess stand as if taking a look at the restaurant dining room, trying to get a clear view into the manager’s office that was down the hall. He saw the manager making a call. She appeared to speak quietly, then became more animated before hanging up the phone. Luke made his way back to the hostess stand before she caught a glimpse of him looking at her.
The manager returned with a perplexed look. “They’re having problems with the security company,” she said, acting as if she wanted to help, but had come up against a technical wall. “Apparently there are connectivity issues. They say they video is “cloud based,” she said, using air-quotes, as if she didn’t really understand what that meant, “And that they’ve called the local broadband provider to fix it. I’d like to help, but there’s really nothing I can do,” she said, with a hint of remorse. 
Luke raised his eyebrows and broke his stare, and in return the manager appeared to visibly relax.
Amin spoke up, “Thanks,” he said, disappointedly. “We appreciate your help.”
They piled in the car, Luke lost in thought. 
“What?” Amin and Chastity asked Luke, almost simultaneously.
“She’s full of shit,” Luke replied.
“Seriously,” Amin asked. “I didn’t pick up on anything.”
Chas jumped in, “Me neither,” she said.
Luke was in the passenger seat, Chas in the back. Luke looked at Amin in a way that reminded him that Luke’s bullshit detector was never wrong. Amin grimaced and started the car. “Doctor’s office?” Amin asked.
Luke nodded, still lost in thought and pissed at himself for not bringing Bosco. Shit, they probably wouldn’t have let him in the restaurant, he thought wishing that he’d been able to connect with Bosco to listen in on the manager’s phone conversation. 
If he only he had, he’d have heard the manager’s conversation with Agent Doug Reed.

Chapter 37
More Questions Than Answers
Atlanta
Doug Reed sat in his car, hamburger wrapper on the passenger seat, looking out over a neighborhood park watching children play. It had been an interesting day with more twists than he had the bandwidth to process. He took a long pull off his soda and pondered his predilection for young children. He sat quietly, hating himself, but the ecstasy of the ‘hunt’ quieted his nerves after receiving the phone call from the restaurant manager who was worked up.
Interesting, he thought. Department of Agriculture? Tainted wine? He had to appreciate the reuse, but was disturbed by the fact that the preacher’s son and his friends hadn’t taken the restaurant receipt at face value and were playing detective on their own. They may chase down the doctor’s report too, his thoughts tumbled in his head like a dryer full of rocks. The cacophony was overwhelming. He picked up the phone and called Dr. Abrams, giving him a heads up that he’d most likely receive a visit from Bessie White’s son and his friends, telling him not to engage or say anything. 
Reed was never one to make something out of nothing, but between JP’s meeting and the preacher’s son, it was starting to feel like ‘something.’ He had a strong feeling that the tenuous thread that held the preacher and his wife’s murder together - a murder that he committed - was starting to fray. Loose ends, he thought, recalling JP and Tom’s conversation. He thought about his own loose ends. The restaurant manager wasn’t a threat, but Ladarius ‘Bug’ Johnson was. Dr. Abrams would have to be evaluated. Bug Johnson would definitely have to be dealt with … only then would the video leverage he had on JP and Tom Horton be real leverage.
His head was spinning and he needed to quiet his mind. He quickly looked around. His was the only car in the far lot and was shaded by trees. He continued staring at the young children, hearing their muted shouts from the swing set, then reclined his seat, unzipped his pants and began to masturbate.
________________
Paris
Jack stood over Beth, looking down as she typed on his computer, both still slightly sweaty from sex. Jack watched her hands fly across his computer keyboard, still thinking about the animal intensity she radiated … during sex and while she worked, double checking logistics for the condo in which they hoped to find Luka Dedic.
“Let’s check out,” she said, referring to their hotel room. “The address is 61 Rue Chaptal in the Levallois-Perret area. Condo 411. “There’s a hotel across the street, Hôtel Mercure. I just booked us a room there. We need to get out of this place anyway. We’ve been here too long,” she said.
Jack nodded in agreement and packed up his stuff. Traffic was unusually heavy and what should have taken thirty minutes, took an hour to drive to the hotel. It took another fifteen minutes to find parking, Beth not wanting to valet. As they entered the hotel, she nodded to Jack, looking toward the condos directly across the street, the address they found in Luka’s apartment. They checked in and found their room. Jack visited the bathroom while Beth removed the Stingray device from her large handbag. She powered it up and found Luka’s number, then pressed the locate button. “Gotcha,” she said, as Jack exited the bathroom. “He’s there, and is on the phone." 
________________
Atlanta
Luke, Amin and Chas made it to the Dr. Abram’s office in twenty minutes. He was located on the second floor of a large medical building and they found his office number quickly from the elevator directory. They rode up in silence, Luke still pondering the odd interaction with the restaurant manager, knowing in his bones that she was completely full of shit. The hardest part of being able to read people … really knowing if they’re lying or not, was that Luke ended up pissed off a lot of the time. The general population lied as often as they blinked, and seeing through the bullshit on a continual basis left him jaded about humanity as a whole. Jack, Amin and Quan didn’t bother being remotely untruthful anymore. They knew it never worked. He grabbed Chas’ hand and squeezed it, appreciating the fact that she had no clue of what he was capable of, but never lied to him. 
The doctors office was full. It was an oncology practice, so it stood to reason that the patients seated in the waiting room would wear grim faces and tired looks, as if they’d all been through the wringer and were waiting for more bad news. They walked to the window and asked to see the doctor, explaining that Amin’s mom was a patient and that she’d just passed. 
The receptionist got up and walked back to an open bullpen area, walls adorned with Xray film and video screens of MRIs. She spoke with a trim, fifty-something man - whom they assumed was Abrams - dressed in scrubs and a cap. A gray, close cropped beard, stubble really, adorned his face. Through the waiting room glass, they saw him shake his head and gesture as if he couldn’t believe the receptionist was interrupting him, then quickly shut down the conversation and went back to studying a patient’s chart. The receptionist returned with a pained look and red checks from being dressed down and told them politely that they’d need to schedule an appointment, that the doctor was too busy to see them at the moment.
Amin nodded and was about to walk away, when Luke caught the receptionists eye. He said nothing for several beats, then smiled impishly. “I’m sorry, I hate to ask, but I really need to visit the little boys room,” he said, his eyes locked on hers.
She fidgeted in her chair, still staring back, then looked around behind her to see if the doctor was still engaged. “Well, I’m not supposed to … it’s only for patients,” she smiled and blushed, “But sure … let me get the door.” She got up from her seat and walked around a large desktop and opened the door to the inner sanctum. “It’s down the hall on the left,” she said. “You can’t miss it.”
Luke followed her in and Chastity looked at Amin. “Does he always have that effect on people? On women?” She asked, cocking her eyebrow.
Amin gave her a sideways glance, “Please do not make me answer that,” he said, with a somewhat pained expression.
Luke walked by the bathroom and followed the corridor, taking a sharp left entering the rear of the MRI bullpen. Abrams stood flipping through files and jerked a bit when Luke tapped him on the shoulder. Abrams looked at him with a mixture of surprise and annoyance. “What are you doing back here?” He asked.
Luke said nothing for a long moment, visually assessing the man, getting a baseline. “I’d like to speak. You recently consulted with Mrs. Bessie White. She recently passed, and I … or rather her son, have a few questions for you,” Luke said calmly. 
Abrams face twitched slightly, then offered a quick word of condolence. “I’m sorry to hear it. She seemed like such a nice woman.”
“How long was she a patient of yours?” Luke asked.
Abrams paused and stammered a bit. “She was a referral. I was a second opinion,” he said. “Her, ughh … cancer,” he continued, “Was very aggressive. Very sad actually.”
“Who was her referring doctor?” Luke asked.
Abrams twisted his face, seemingly at odds with himself, but was rescued when another doctor popped out of an examination room and quickly motioned to Abrams. Abrams offered Luke a parting word of condolence and told him to have Amin call his office to schedule a conversation. He turned and walked away quickly, leaving Luke with a lot more questions than answers.

Chapter 38
Bypass The Door
Paris
Luka Dedic’s condo was different than the flats in the city center, more modern with a front desk and attendant to keep unwanted guests at bay. Beth sat down at the desk in their hotel room and pondered her next move.
“This will be different,” staring at the computer screen. “We know which unit, but it’ll be harder to get in … to get by the front desk gatekeeper. We don’t know the name he’s using either,” she said.
“Well, I know the lease isn’t in his name,” Jack said, somewhat defensively. “I think it would have popped up,” again tapping his head unconsciously.
“Maybe I should go shopping for a little black dress … I’ve made that work before,” she said absently. “I may be able to get past the desk jockey that way.” 
Jack stood quietly for a long moment. “Let me check something. It may take a while,” he said, commandeering his computer.
Beth nodded and stood up, noting the time … 9:00 p.m. Too late to shop for something sexy, she thought. “I’ll go take a look around and check things out. I can get some food too. Any thoughts?” She asked.
“There’s a sushi joint at the end of the block. A roll would be good - doesn’t matter what kind - and some yellowtail sashimi would be great,” Jack replied, not looking up from his computer.
Beth nodded, took a her wallet out of her handbag, and stuffed a single credit card in her pants pocket, wanting to travel light. I’ll be back in an hour,” she said. “Give you enough time?”
“Yeah, that should work,” Jack replied, then began typing feverishly.
Beth walked past Dedic’s condo giving it a long look, noticing the small pedestrian entry gate beside the main driveway gate. It wasn’t tall and she could easily slip over it unnoticed if she timed it right. She parked the thought in her mind walked to the sushi restaurant. The restaurant was busy and it took ten minutes for her to place her order. The hostess told her it would be thirty minutes before it would be ready and was visibly annoyed while trying to take Beth’s payment. The hostess looked at Beth’s credit card, and felt its unusual heft, realizing it was too thick to be inserted into the card reader after several attempts. “Do you have another?” The hostess asked. 
“No, it’s a special card … it does that with some machines. Just type in the number, it will work,” Beth said with a forced smile.
Jack a few cursory searches focusing on the the condo building itself, who owned it and managed it. From there he fired up his TOR browser, his weapon of choice for searching the dark web, and within thirty minutes had pulled up architectural plans on Dedic’s condo. He scanned the plans quickly, noting access and egress points, then finally found what he was looking for … a doorway next to the garage that led to a stairwell that was labeled as a fire escape. He made a mental note of that as he continued his search. A few minutes later he found the electrical bill of materials list and scrolled through everything from lighting fixtures, wall outlets and the like before finally fixing his gaze on the alarm system. He took a deep breath, happy that the system was older and simple … only a four digit key code or a key fob required to gain access. It’s better than nothing, he thought as he looked at the wiring diagram, pleased again that there was a keypad for re-entry next to the parking garage door was older technology. He jumped slightly as Beth entered the room.
“You good?” She asked, placing the to go order on the desk, looking at the wiring diagrams on the screen.
“Yeah, I think I’ve got something, but it may not be enough,” he said.
“Whattaya got,” she asked, taking out the food boxes out of the plastic bag and opening them.
“We can bypass the doorman by using this entrance, next to the garage,” he said, returning to the building diagram. “They’d never see us. The problem is that there’s an alarm system there and requires a keypad or fob for entry. If there’s a silver lining, then it’s that the system is pretty outdated and only requires a four digit code. I just wish Amin was here … he could bypass it in a heartbeat,” Jack said.
Beth nodded appreciatively. This was the first time she’d heard Jack mention Amin’s particular skill at bypassing alarm systems, but said nothing. She too could bypass an alarm … she had on many occasions, but unfortunately didn’t have the tools with her to do it.
She pointed at the garage door on the electrical drawing. “If I’m reading this right, if we can get into the garage, we can bypass the door and still make to the stairwell from here,” she said pointing to the screen. “Doesn’t look like a keypad or fob is required to enter the fire escape stairwell from within the garage.”
Jack scrunched his eyes and looked at the diagram more closely, “Yeah,” he said slowly, “I didn’t see that. Looks like you’re right … at least based on the diagrams. Just hope they didn’t change anything,” Jack said.
Beth nodded, then pushed his computer aside and placed the box of take out in front of him. “Eat. You’ve done great work. It’s almost ten and I’d like to pay Mr. Dedic a call around midnight.”
“Correction, we’d like to pay Mr. Dedic a call,” Jack replied.
She looked at him blankly. “Really?” She asked. “Don’t you think it’s time to sit this one out? We had a close call last time.”
“Nope, I’m in,” he replied. He pushed the other box of food toward her, “Eat,” he said with a grin.
 

Chapter 39
Curious, Really Curious
Atlanta
Amin booked an appointment with Dr. Abrams’ receptionist. A nurse came up front from the bullpen and whispered something into the receptionist’s ear while they stood. She immediately transformed from helpful to irritated, apparently annoyed that Luke had lied about the bathroom and accosted Abrams. Amin stuffed the appointment card in his pocket while Luke mouthed the word ‘sorry’ to the receptionist upon leaving.
Once back in the car, Luke was lost in thought. 
“Does he do that often? Stare into space?” Chas asked Amin. 
Luke didn’t stir or appear to notice she was talking about him.
“From time to time,” Amin replied.
“Interesting,” she said, sinking into the back seat.
They arrived back at the hotel as Luke was exiting his trance. “Back with us big boy?” Chas asked Luke as they entered the hotel suite.
Luke shook his head, his man-bun keeping his hair from hitting her in the face. “Sorry, I’ve just been thinking,” he said, opening the mini bar and pulling out two miniatures of bourbon.
“I gathered that,” she said. “What have you come up with?”
“Don’t know yet,” Luke lied, then poured himself a drink.
Chastity looked around at Amin and Quan who were sitting quietly as well. She could tell that they wanted to speak privately. Even if she was officially Luke’s girlfriend - Luke had told her that he’d clued them in - they were obviously uncomfortable speaking freely in front of her. She took the not so subtle hint, “I’m going to take a bath,” she said. “I need to relax a bit.” She kissed Luke on the cheek and closed the door to the bedroom behind her. 
With he bedroom door tightly shut, Amin leaned in toward Luke, Quan following suit, “What are you thinking?” Amin asked earnestly.
“I don’t have any fully formed thoughts just yet,” Luke replied, “I just think it’s odd that everyone we’ve spoken to isn’t being totally truthful,” he said.
“Who?” Quan asked. Luke temporarily forgot that Quan had stayed back at the hotel and quickly filled him in. 
Quan followed up, “Why? Why would they lie. Are you sure your ‘gift’ is working?” He asked.
Luke shot him a ‘fuck you’ look. “Yeah, it’s working,” he said.
Amin quickly interjected, “You said you thought the restaurant manager was full of shit. But the doctor too? What does that all even mean? Are they really lying or just nervous in front of me … a black man and all?” Amin said narrowing his eyes, for the first time feeling the weight of the black community’s issues in Atlanta … like an outsider.
Luke shook his head, “No, I didn’t get the sense that they had a problem with you at all. The problem was that we were there … asking questions,” Luke replied.
They sat silently for a moment before Luke spoke up. “Amin, if what you said is true … and I certainly believe it’s true, then I think you’re right. Something seems really fucked up.”
Amin nodded, appreciative that Luke had kept an open mind and was now seeing things from his perspective. “So what next?” Amin asked. 
“A couple of things actually. With all of the misdirection today, I’m finding it a little too curious that suddenly there’s money missing from the church and now they're broke. I think you said your dad had signing authority for checks?” Luke asked.
“Yeah, that’s what Jesse said,” Amin replied.
“Hmm, we need to stick a pin in that for now, but I want to come back to it … actually I’d like to talk to Jesse tomorrow if that’s OK,” Luke said. Amin nodded in agreement and Luke continued, “Amin, let’s assume that what we think is true …”
“I know it’s fucking true!” Amin interjected.
“Just hear me out,” Luke continued. “Do you normally stay out all night? Or was it unusual.
“No, I normally don’t … or didn’t. I’d catch shit from my father,” Amin replied thoughtfully.
“So … what did you do?” Luke asked, “Other than go to the club?”
Amin never shared much about his love life … which was really non-existent, but he did have a sex life which he tried to keep under his hat, so Luke wouldn’t have any ammunition to fuck with him. “I was with a girl,” he said. “Her name’s Mercedes.”
“Strip joint hookup?” Luke asked.
Quan chimed in, “That’s not a name, that’s a car,” he said as if he’d had an epiphany.
Amin rolled his eyes. “No it wasn’t a stripper. She was introduced by a friend of mine,’ he said.
“Who? What friend?” Luke asked.
“Bug. He’s an old time friend from back in the day,” Amin replied.
“So you keep in touch with him? Still good friends?” Luke asked.
Amin shook his head slightly, trying to understand what Luke was actually getting at. “Not really … I mean we’re still friends and we go back, but I haven’t talked to him since I moved to Vegas,” he said.
“Did you call him up when you got here?” Luke asked.
“No. No, I didn’t. He called me actually … said he heard I was in town and wanted to catch up.” Amin responded.
“How did he know you were in town? Did you tell anyone other than your parents that you were coming?” Luke said.
“I don’t really know,” Amin responded. “Bug’s still in the business, but that’s not it,” Luke immediately understood that Amin meant the gang related business. Amin continued, “I just thought maybe he’d heard something from one of my parent’s old neighborhood friends or something. Bug’s always got his ear to the ground,” he said.
“So a friend you haven’t talked to in a while, calls you up - and hooks you up - with a German car, who fucks you silly the same night that your parents die,” Luke said, irritated that it was taking Amin so long to consider the unusual nature of it all.
“Why you gotta be such an asshole,” Amin replied, guilt surging on his face. “I know I should have been there. Fuck you,” he said sharply, then stood up and looked out the window. 
Luke immediately knew he’d been too harsh. He’d been working on keeping his mouth in check, but the childhood lightning strike had obliterated some impulse control and sometimes shit just came out of his mouth. “Dude, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” Luke said.
Amin turned and walked back to the sofa. “Well sometimes you can be a real fucking dick,” he said, sitting back down, almost pouting.
“Dude, I’m not trying to be a dick. It’s just that after everything that happened today, I’m thinking there’s more to it. Can you honestly tell me that now after listening to yourself talk, that it doesn’t strike you as even a little odd? That it’s not just a little too convenient?” Luke pressed.
“Maybe,” Amin admitted, slowly.
“Call him. Call the Bug-dude and let’s talk to him,” Luke said.
Amin tilted his head letting it all sink in, then pulled out his phone and called Bug. It went to voicemail and Amin told him to call him back and said that his parent’s had died and he needed to talk.
Luke waited for Amin to finish the voice message and then said, “Call the German car.”
Amin gave him an ‘eat shit’ look and dialed the number, then quickly hung up. “The line’s not in service,” he said slowly.
“Curious,” Luke said. “Really fucking curious.”
________________
Bug Johnson hadn’t been back to his house since he read the news about Amin’s parents. He was staying with Mercedes’ friend Porsche, another one of his ‘girls.’ As soon as he’d found out Amin’s parents were dead, a deep seated fear had him by the throat, afraid that he’d somehow been an accomplice. An unwitting one, but an accomplice. When Reed had told him to keep Amin busy and out for the night, he thought it had to do with Amin, not his parents. Amin was an old friend, but he never kept in touch with the old Atlanta crew. Bug had assumed Agent Reed’s directive something to do with Amin or the two white dudes he worked with. But now he knew he’d been wrong. As soon as he heard the news, he’d called Mercedes, told her to ditch her phone and lay low. He listened to the voice message from Amin while his head swirled. This is fucked up, he thought, guilt surging through his body, regretting the day he’d ever met Agent Doug Reed.

Chapter 40
Titanium Lock Picks
Paris
At 11:45 p.m. Beth nudged Jack who’d been resting on the bed, fully clothed. “I’m thinking we leave in fifteen,” she said, tapping an expensive, chunky, chronograph watch she was now wearing.
“Yeah, that works,” Jack replied, yawned and got out of bed. “I just need to hit the bathroom real quick and splash some water on my face. He returned, looking a bit more refreshed, both he and Beth wearing the same black, urban commando outfits they’d worn the past two days. 
“The plan is still the plan, I take it?” He asked.
She looked down at the portable Stingray device, noting that Dedic hadn’t moved. “Yeah, I’m thinking,” she said. “We’ll have to hop the pedestrian gate next to the gated driveway entrance, then loop around the back of the building to get to the parking garage gate. It’ll require a little stealth. You up for it?” She asked seriously.
Jack took a quick emotional inventory. Other than being slightly nervous, he was OK. They were close and he could feel it. “I’m good,” he said. “How tall is the gate?” He asked.
“Not too tall. If I can get over it, then you’ll practically be able to walk over it,” she said referring to his six foot four frame and lanky body. “Just don’t get your hair caught. That would be a problem,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.
By 12:15 a.m. they had hopped the fence after waiting a few minutes for traffic to subside and made it to the side of the building, thankful that the garage was underneath the building and there were no ground floor condos with nosey neighbors to avoid. They hugged the wall of the large U shaped building, the homeowner terraces above them creating shadows that aided in concealing them. 
They made it to the garage door within a few minutes and crouched behind a small clump of bushes to wait. Beth gave him a curt nod and raised her eyebrows ask if to ask if Jack was OK. He nodded and gave a thumbs up in reply. “I hope that’s the case,” she said, “Because we might be here a while. I haven’t seen any cars enter or leave since we’ve been here.”
They waited for ninety minutes before they the heard the garage gate come to life, sputtering and creaking as the metal bars - the kind one would find covering a shopping mall storefront - began to move. It was in dire need of lubrication. She held up her hand, indicating that they wait. When the car was fully clear of the garage, she sprinted over and ducked under the closing gate. 
Jack’s knees were sore from crouching and it took a little longer for him to get up and get moving. By the time he got to the gate, it was almost closed and he made a split decision to stop, drop and roll, barely making it before gate closed.
“Not bad,” she said, after helping him up. “This way,” she pointed to the fire escape stairwell.
Jack did a double take, then quickly turned around, though nothing was there. That was Dedic,” he said. “He was the guy in the car that just left.
“You sure,” Beth asked warily.
“One hundred percent,” he said.
She didn’t have her Stingray device, however, she didn’t doubt Jack. He hadn’t been wrong yet. “OK, that might not be a bad thing,” she said, recalibrating the loose fragments of per previous plan on the fly. Not much of a plan to start with, less of one now, she thought.
They made it to the fire escape stairwell and began ascending the dimly lit concrete passage. They were lucky. As Beth suspected there was a keypad on the outside of the garage exit door, but no keypad to to the fire escape stairwell from the garage. Luckier still, there were no keypads required to access the residential floors from the fire escape stairwell. As they moved up the stairs, Jack was thankful that he was in decent shape, not breathing heavy after the sprint and rush of adrenaline. 
Dedic’s condo was 411, so technically the fifth floor, since europeans don’t begin floor numbering with the ground floor. They carefully exited the fire escape stairwell and found unit 411. They were quiet this time, walking down the hall. It wasn’t the usual downtown Paris flat, and chatting each other up in the corridor would draw undue attention. 
Beth pulled out a set of lock picks from her coat pocket as Jack looked on curiously. He could tell the set was unique, titanium if he had to guess. “There may be others in there,” she whispered, motioned him to stay back until she cleared the condo.
 
Luka Dedic made it to the end of the street before reaching in his pocket to pull out his phone. “Fuck,” he said in English, realizing he’d left his phone on the nightstand.

Chapter 41
You know me?
Atlanta
Luke, Amin, Chas and Quan sat nibbling on a room service dinner which Luke had ordered. It was a smorgasbord of steak, shrimp, sautéed mushrooms, assorted veggies and a hamburger for Quan. Luke spoke with Chas openly, sharing a good bit of the subject matter that he, Amin, and Quan covered while she was bathing. Notably absent was any reference to his unique ‘gift’ of being able to detect lies. Instead, he focused on the odd circumstances of Amin’s friend Bug reconnecting out of the blue and the German car hook up that kept Amin ‘busy’ while his parent’s tragedy unfolded. When combined with the lack of access to the security feed at the restaurant and the dubious aspects of Quan’s parent’s becoming sudden drinkers, Chas agreed that nothing smelled right.
“What about the money? Chas asked, after taking a sip off of her bourbon and leaning back on the loveseat. “That’s a pretty big coincidence as well.”
Luke looked at her and nodded appreciatively, fully respecting the fact that she had the skills to link events. “Yeah, we thought about that too, actually. Just forgot to mention it. I think you’re right. The money just adds another layer of weird,” Luke said.
“Gonna talk to that guy Jesse?” She asked.
“Yeah … I think we should,” he said with a subtle wink in her direction.
By 9:00 p.m. it was dark and the crew was beat. Amin thought about driving home, but after picking up his parent’s belongings - and his friends coming to the conclusion something really was fucked up - he took Luke up on his offer to crash in the second bedroom of the suite. He was beat and there were two queen beds, so at least he didn’t need to worry about sharing a bed with Quan.
Luke and Chas said goodnight, and went to their room and stripped for bed. Though normally Chas and Luke went into hyper-sexual mode at the drop of an article of clothing, they delayed their lovemaking, both lost in thought as they stroked each other’s hair and processed the events of the day.
________________
Paris
Luka Decic pulled his Audi wagon up to the parking garage door and pulled out his key fob, opening the door and making his way upstairs to his condo. He generally used his car on errands, but even when walking the neighborhood, he bypassed the front desk, not wanting the front desk clerks to become familiar with his comings and goings. Lobby security staff at any condominium was always nosey, and regarding his business dealings, nosey was never a good thing.
Dedic walked up the stairs, the rubber soles of his fashion shoes making no noise. Upon making it to his floor he cracked the stairwell door slightly. He was careful upon opening the door since it swung outward into the hall. Previously he’d hit a resident who was walking down the hallway as he exited when he exited the stairwell, when he’d opened the door too quickly. It was late, but it was force of habit now. As he opened the door slightly to check for oncoming hallway traffic, he saw a man standing beside his door, then saw him enter, closing the door quietly behind him.
Dedic had no clue who the intruders were. He had too many enemies, and after receiving Dragin’s text, he was on high alert. Having changed his name multiple times to escape war crime tribunals and enemies within competing organized crime outfits, he knew the man who entered his apartment could be affiliated with any one of them, or possibly associated with whoever Dragin cryptically warned about. 
He walked down to his car and retrieved a deeply blued Sig 9mm pistol, screwed on the suppressor, then made his way back up the stairwell. He cracked the door open and looked down the hall. Nothing had changed. He walked quietly down the hall and opened the door to his condo quietly. He snuck in quickly and hugged the wall of his small vestibule to check for sounds. He heard the voice of a woman in the other room ask if anything was unusual. Unusual? Dedic thought, Yeah there is definitely something unusual.
Dedic assumed she was talking to the tall man he’d seen entering the condo. His assumptions proved correct when the man replied, “Not yet,” Jack said, in answer to Beth’s question.
Jack stood stood staring at the features of the condo and quickly ascertained that nothing was amiss. He turned to walk toward the bedrooms where Beth was searching and found himself facing the barrel of a silenced pistol, held by none other than Luka Dedic.
Dedic put a finger to his lips, motioning Jack to keep quiet, then walked behind him and put his gun to the base of Jack’s head. “Tell her you found something,” he whispered in English, then moved him closer to the bedroom hallway and turned him around, so his back would be toward the woman in the bedroom. Dedic whispered again, “If you move, you’re dead,” he said, his thick Serbian accent more pronounced. Jack did as he was told and shouted that he’d found something.
“What?” Beth asked as she moved down the corridor, walking toward Jack who had his back toward her. “What did you find?” She asked, then went silent as she felt the barrel of Dedic’s pistol touch her head. She stopped and turned around to face Dedic. “Yeah, you did find something,” she said coldly, staring Dedic in the eye.
Dedic did a quick double take when Beth turned around. Realizing who he was dealing with, he backed up to make sure he would be clear of any sudden punches or a knife parry. Her hands were empty and he told her to take off her coat, relieved to hear the thud of what he assumed was her pistol when her jacket hit the floor. He was unaware that she’d taken her credit card out of her pants pocket in the process, her long coat sleeve obfuscating his view. 
“Sit,” he said, using his gun to point to the sofa.
Jack and Beth did as they were told. Jack could feel his palms begin to sweat and the all too familiar tingle of anxiety light up his scalp. He looked at Beth who never took her eyes off Dedic. If she was rattled or shaken, she didn’t show it. Her face was placid and relaxed as if she were sitting down for coffee. They only slight incongruence was her laser like stare, which never left Dedic.
Dedic sat down slowly on an armchair opposite them, never letting his pistol leave Beth. He shook his head in disbelief. “Draper’s Girl? So they sent you?” He asked, somewhat perplexed.
“You know me Mr. Dedic?” Beth asked, with an inquisitive expression?
Dedic raised his eyebrows slightly, acknowledging that he did. “So you’re aware of … well, everything?” He asked, more of a statement than a question.
“What would that be?” She asked, calmly.
Dedic shrugged. “Maybe something for an old friend … but I think you already know about that,” he said. 
“Which old friend would that be?” Beth asked, curious as to the direction of the conversation, not quite understanding what he thought she knew. She felt her credit card beneath her palm.
Dedic rolled his eyes, apparently annoyed with Beth’s questions. “I understand,” he said finally. “Cleaning up for your friends,” he said with a sardonic laugh. “Interesting they got you to do it. Seems so … how do you say, ‘ironic?’” He quickly pivoted, “So it won’t matter either way. I’ll either be dead, or have another bounty on my head. But I’d rather not be dead … at least not just yet,” he said. 
Beth was about to reply, when Dedic moved his gun slightly and pointed it toward Jack. 
“Who is he?” Dedic asked. “I’d like to know the name of the man I’m about to kill.” 
“He’s no one you need to worry about, much less kill. That’s even a stretch for you right now,” Beth said, trying to unnerve him, while still processing his previous statements.
“I think not,” Dedic said, eyes narrowing and cocking the hammer of the pistol.
Beth knew she’d run out of options. She knew the look in a man’s eye who was about to pull a trigger. When she saw Dedic adjust his grip the pistol ever so slightly, preparing to fire, she deftly took hold of the the heavy credit card hidden under the palm of her hand, gripped it between her index and middle finger, and flung it hard at Dedic’s face, slicing his eye lid.
Through his peripheral vision, Jack saw the object released from Beth’s hand hit Dedic’s face with a soft smack. Dedic pointed the gun at Beth and was about to fire when Jack leapt from the sofa and drove his shoulder into Dedic’s torso, the armchair tipping over, Dedic going over backwards with Jack on top of him. Dedic’s gun hit the floor and skidded off to the the side. Jack wasn’t a fighter, but Dedic was. Through his blurry vision, Dedic quickly head butted Jack in the eye and rolled him over, so that Jack’s back was resting on his chest. Dedic put Jack in a vice-like headlock and began applying excruciating pressure on his carotid artery and larynx. Jack tried to drive is elbow into Dedic, but the man was smaller, and he was in a poor position. Jack’s elbows failed to connect, echoing off the hardwood flooring.
Beth got up quickly and retrieved Dedic’s gun, then stood over him. “Stop,” she said calmly. 
Dedic’s lone remaining eye flashed wildly. She’d seen the look before. Dedic knew his fate, but was intent in taking someone down with him. She repeated her command, but to no avail. She saw Jack’s face turn blue and his body begin to slump.
She considered pulling the trigger, but the sound of the shot - even with a suppressor - would be too loud and most likely bring the neighbors calling, or worse … the police. She flicked a hidden latch on the side of the chunky bezel of her watch, then quickly pulled out a long, thin titanium wire from the watch case. In one fluid motion she dropped to the ground and looped the the strong wire twice around Dedic’s neck, grasping the bezel latch between the knuckles on her left hand … the same hand she wore her watch. With one hand now free and the loop secured by her watch and the latch firmly between the knuckles of her left hand, she pulled her left arm back, her shoulders flexing with the strain. Simultaneously she pushed Dedic’s head forward quickly with her right hand as if drawing a bow to send an arrow flying. Dedic realized what was happening too late. He quickly let go of Jack and began grabbing at the wire around his neck with one hand and flailing at Beth with the other, but the wire had sunk into his neck, beginning to sever his windpipe. Unable to breath he dropped his hands to the floor, life dimming in his one good eye. Beth kept the pressure steady as she waited for Dedic’s convulsions to stop.

Chapter 42
The Same Numbers
Atlanta
At 11:00 p.m. Luke got up quietly from the bed, unable to sleep. Truth be told, he really hadn’t put his back into the effort, otherwise he’d have been asleep in a few minutes. Instead he had lay in bed for ninety minutes ruminating on the events of the day. He had an idea and was about to slip into the bathroom to change when he heard Chas whisper, “Where you going?”
“You mind if I hit the light?” He asked, fumbling around the unfamiliar surroundings and grazing his toe on the bedside table.
“Nope,” she replied.
With the bedroom light on, Luke could see that Chas was fully awake, laying sideways with her head resting on her palm. “Trying to sneak out on me?” She asked with a grin.
Luke plopped back down on the bed and sat up against the headboard. “I’ve just been thinking,” he said.
“That sounds ominous,” she said. “Should I call homeland security?”
Luke gave her the finger. “Seriously, there’s some fucked up stuff going on,” he said. “I was thinking about dropping by Amin’s parent’s house. I think I need to look around,” he said, trying to gauge what she thought about the idea from her micro expressions.
Chas looked up at the ceiling in thought then nodded, “Yeah … I’ve been thinking the same thing. I want to go too.”
They dressed quickly, Luke in jeans and a black hoodie and Chas in a black jogging outfit. As they were about to leave, Luke remembered that he needed Amin’s keys. He crept in the other bedroom and heard the sounds of Quan and Amin snoring. He took Amin’s house keys off the nightstand headed to the parking garage with Chas. 
Traffic was light and once again Luke navigated the unfamiliar Atlanta surface roads with ease, turning onto Amin’s street at 11:45 p.m. He cut the headlights a few houses up from the church and guided the car to a stop, parking on the street, one house down from Amin’s. 
“You ready?” Luke asked.
“Baby, I was born ready and had a relapse,” Chas whispered and smiled.
“I forgot. You’re ex CIA … you probably do shit like this for fun,” Luke said, under his breath.
“You’ll never know,” she said, quietly getting out of the car and gently pressing the door closed. 
She and Luke skirted the driveway of the house, staying out of the dim light cast by a lone fixture under the eaves of the roof, making their way toward the side door entrance. Twenty feet or so from the door, Chas said, “Go check it out. I’ll hang here until you give me the all-clear.”
Luke walked to the door, found the right key and opened the door slowly. It made a creaking sound that Chas could hear distinctly from a distance. The kitchen was dark and the only light that emanated from the house, was in the living room, a lone table lamp near the sofa. As she waited for Luke to signal for her to come in, she saw a shadow move across the living room quickly. That’s not Luke, she thought. From her vantage point she could see the human form move toward the front door, crouch and turn the handle.
Chas quickly sprang into action, Shit, I wish I had my gun, she thought as she jumped up on the porch and stood by the front door entrance, silently waiting for the intruder to exit. The door opened slowly and a person emerged, Chas hidden from view, behind the door as it opened. The intruder gently closed the door behind them and looked toward the front yard as if to gauge their escape route. Chas looked on curiously for a short moment, then said “Hi there.” The intruder spun around only to be met with a crushing blow to the side of the head, courtesy of Chas.
________________
Paris
Jack regained consciousness thirty minutes later, the icepack on his throat finally waking him up. He sat up and thew his legs off the sofa, unsure of how he’d gotten there. He heard something in the other room and tried to speak, but his throat hurt and all that came out was a croaking sound. 
Beth heard him stir and walked into the living room. “You OK?” She asked, sitting down beside him. She grabbed the icepack, “Here,” she said placing it on his neck again, “Your throat’s going to hurt for a minute.”
“Dedic? Where’s Dedic?” He asked in a hoarse whisper, finally remembering his wrestling match on the floor.
She raised her eyebrows in response, then nodded her head toward the bedroom, then went into the kitchen to get a glass of water.
Jack got up and stumbled toward the bedroom. He had a hundred questions to ask Dedic, but grimaced when he saw him. Dedic was laying on the bed, fully wrapped in industrial plastic, his lone lifeless eye visible through the translucent covering.
Beth tapped him on the shoulder, “Here, drink this,” she said.
“What did you do to him?” Jack asked, slightly horrified by the body.
“He’s dead. I just helped him out a bit with the process. I decided that letting him kill you would be sub-optimal for my sex life,” she said sarcastically.
“Did you have to kill him, though?” Jack asked, still confused.
She stood in front of him and turned his head toward her and away from Dedic’s body. “Yeah. I did,” she said softly, stroking Jack’s hair. “Believe me, I didn’t want to, but I had no choice.” She turned and walked to the bed and pointed to Dedic’s left arm, his sleeve rolled up, but visible through the plastic. “But, based on this … believe me, I have zero fucking regrets,” she said, then continued. “Actually, the only regret I have is not knowing what the fuck he was talking about,” she said, under her breath.
Jack walked over and looked at Dedic’s arm through the plastic sheeting. A brightly colored scorpion tattoo was clearly visible.
Beth interrupted Jack’s state of suspended disbelief. “I’ve searched the place and haven’t found anything. It’s late … or rather early” she said, looking at her watch. We need to get out of here, but I need your help. Can you do that thing you do … look around and see if there’s anything I missed. I don’t want him to be a literal dead end,” she said.
Jack nodded and backed away from the bed, taking a big gulp of water. “Ok, let’s see what we’ve got,” he said, moving toward the living room.
“No,” Beth said, “Not out there, you checked it before,” she said, knowing that Jack’s recent recollections would most most likely be affected by the trauma of almost being strangled to death. “Let’s look in here first,” she said, gesturing toward the walls of the bedroom.
“Yeah, sorry,” Jack said, as he tried to focus and began looking at the structural elements of the bedroom. It took less than a minute for him to set his gaze on the baseboard of the far wall. Above the baseboard was a five inch deep baseboard heater that ran the length of the wall. It was approximately eight inches high, but the curious part was that the baseboard had been extended from the wall as well, making the heater look as if it was flush with the floor. To the casual observer, it would look like a tasteful decorating element … a way for the heater to blend in and be less obtrusive. However, he instantly recalled that none of the other rooms were finished in the same manner. He focused on two slight scuff marks on the wooden floor in front of the base board. 
“There,” Jack said, pointing to the baseboard heater. “There’s a drawer under it.”
Beth looked at the baseboard, then looked back at Jack, her eyes widening as she finally understood. “Damn,” she whispered, then got on the floor, looking for a way to open the compartment - now visible to her - that was hidden in plain sight. She felt around the edges of the baseboard with Jack joining in. Suddenly she stopped and looked at the closet door which was in the corner, perpendicular to the wall with the heating unit. She opened the closet and ran her hand along the edge of the bottom of the closet wall where the baseboard molding would have been on the other side of the wall. Her fingers found a small button which she pressed, unlocking the baseboard drawer in the bedroom.
“Damn, that was smart,” Jack said, genuinely impressed. 
Once again she replied with a mocking tap to her own head. “We don’t have much time. Let’s see what we’ve got.”
The drawer was only five and a half inches tall and six inches deep, but it ran the length of the twelve foot wall. Once open, Jack could tell that Dedic was indeed no angel. In the long tray they found an H&K 416 tactical rifle as well as a fully automatic HK M5. There was a cache of ammunition as well as assorted pistols and cleaning kits for all. 
“Bingo,” Beth said, looking at the far end of the tray, holding up several passports, cash and two sheets of paper.
“What did you find?” Jack asked.
“I’ll show you in a minute, but we need to get out of here. He won’t need any of this,” she said, putting the three inch stack of currency in her coat pocket along with Dedic’s passports and the two sheets of paper. 
They wiped down the surfaces they touched and opted to leave the same way they came in, only this time using the door to exit the garage. It was still dark, but the horizon was beginning to lighten with the anticipation of daybreak. They hopped the pedestrian fence, but instead of walking across the street to their hotel, they opted to walk around the block and enter the hotel from the rear, Beth making sure that they weren’t followed.
Once in the hotel room, Beth took out the two sheets of paper from her pocket and unfolded them on the desk. “Hmm … looks almost identical to the one’s we found at Drigin’s place,” she said, reaching into her handbag and flattening Dragin’s papers next to Dedic’s.
“Yeah,” Jack said curiously. “Look, they’re all the same numbers,” he said pointing to each piece of paper. “Every single one of them.”

Chapter 43
Wrapped in Plastic
Paris
It hadn’t taken long for Mike to determine that the number that Dragin had texted belonged to none other than Luka Dedic. As soon as he entered the number in his phone, Dedic’s contact info was displayed. He’d worked with Dedic in Europe previously and knew from his time during the Bosnian conflict as well. He knew that he was Dragin’s lieutenant back in the day, but after Dedic missed a meeting with him a few hours earlier - one that Mike set up as a typical business deal - Mike’s gut told him that Dedic knew about Dragin’s compromising information or was Dragin’s silent partner. That must have been why he didn’t show … he’s most likely running, Mike thought. That just meant more work, but there was no way he could let Dedic off the hook now. He just hoped by some chance that Dedic would be home … that he’d slept through the meeting. Optimistic at best, Mike thought, hoping he’d be one step closer to eliminating a threat and securing the information.
Mike was smartly dressed, and drove a late model BMW three series sedan, entering Luka Dedic’s condo drive and pressing the code for the gate. He parked the car in the space labeled ‘visitor’ and made his way to the garage entrance - the same one from which Jack and Beth had previously exited. Mike had been waiting for Dedic since 2:00 a.m. and was annoyed and concerned that Dedic was a no-show. Though Mike was a trained Navy Seal sniper and now an Organization killer, interestingly enough, patience wasn’t his strong suit. 
At 7 a.m. he scanned the parking lot prior to entering the building, waiting for a car to exit the garage, just like Beth and Jack had. He soon realized that the car parked nearest the garage entry door was Dedic’s Audi. Interesting, he thought. Maybe he is here. He put his hand in his jacket pocket and flipped the safety off of his H&K 9mm pistol. Luka Dedic was a lot of things, but he wasn’t careless and he certainly didn’t over sleep or miss appointments.
After a car exited the garage, Mike exercised extreme caution as he made his way up the fire escape stairs and to Dedic’s condo. He twisted the doorknob, surprised that the door was open. He let him self in quietly and made the split second calculation as to whether he should announce his presence. Play the part of a concerned business acquaintance who is checking in after a missed meeting, or stalk the house quietly, then kill him? He opted for announcing his presence. Killing Dedic in his home without a suppressor for his pistol made no sense, considering the condo inhabitants would be up and awake.
He called out for Dedic, receiving no reply. Strange, he thought, then began to walk from room to room calling for him. Upon entering Dedic’s bedroom he stopped short and took a long look at the man wrapped in plastic … Dedic, laid out on his own bed taking the eternal nap. He quickly made a few mental notes, observing the small bloody ring around Dedic’s neck and the eye that had been cut and swollen shut. A long drawer along the baseboard was open and he noted that Dedic’s firearms remained untouched, but there was no paperwork, flash drives, or pictures of any kind to be found. Not good, he thought. He backed out of the room quietly, closed the door to the condo and returned to his car. He took out his mobile phone and called the number for JP Preston. 
It was 1 a.m. and JP Preston had only been asleep for an hour when his phone rang. He grudgingly looked at the caller ID. Upon seeing who it was, he picked up immediately. “Yes,” he asked.
Mike quickly said, “We may have a problem?”
“That being?” JP asked.
“Our friends are taken care of … but one wasn’t me,” Mike said.
“I thought there was only one person,” JP replied.
“Another person came to light and he was on my list. Apparently someone else got to him,” Mike replied.
“Who then?” JP asked.
“No clue,” Mike said.
“Hmm …” JP said. “I don’t know if that matters or not. Collateral damage. As long as your target has been taken care of, then I’m assuming Chuck will be good.”
Mike silently cursed Chuck for using JP for a communications gatekeeper on Dragin and now Dedic. JP had no fucking clue what was really going on, and Mike was going to have to cut him out of the loop … no matter what Chuck wanted.
________________
Atlanta
JP stumbled out of bed. Since his wife was away, he didn’t need to worry about waking her up with his cursing as he made his way to the liquor cabinet in his office. He poured himself two fingers of Jack Daniels Black, and sat quietly in his chair, contemplating his next move. He had too many balls in the air and was beginning to believe that he might be too far out over his skis. He considered calling Chuck Lewis, Draper’s ‘Assistant,’ and who’d tasked him to clean up the botched effort of bringing in Draper’s Girl, and the other target. JP had contacted Mike to deal with the other target as Chuck had directed, and considered letting Chuck know about the additional body that Mike left in Paris. He decided against it. He had too much going on … and too much that could potentially go wrong, to give Chuck anything else to worry about or reason to believe that he didn’t have everything handled.
What was really on JP’s mind was the church pastor and his wife. The setup of Reverend White for the benefit of Tom Horton was sanctioned by Draper … kind of. He’d been given permission to pay back Horton for a variety of efforts that had been beneficial to the Organization, however, the plan as Draper knew it was limited to a financial operation that would ultimately force the sale of Reverend White’s church property.
Killing Robert and Besse White was JP’s idea, one that he’d improvised. Helping Tom Horton acquire the church property was intended as a ‘thank you’ from the Organization … from Draper. But JP saw an opportunity to put Horton in his pocket … killing two birds with one stone by putting a nosy private investigator on the sidelines and keeping an embarrassing and criminal secret of Tom Horton’s, secret. Draper may or may not have approved, but JP knew that he’d held back Horton’s nasty little secret from Draper … that he would end up paying the price if anything went sideways. That said, JP felt confident that between the sophisticated malware project and the eastern European cyber team he was running, he had a little longer leash when it came to Draper. The test run with he church looked good. He just hoped it stayed that way and he didn’t end up with his leash twisted around his neck.
JP swirled the whiskey in the bottom of the glass contemplating whether to pour more. I need to clean fucking house on this one, he thought. While ruminating on the killing of the Whites, Doug Reed specifically came to mind. Reed had been a useful idiot … an idiot with a defect that could be exploited. But he was a loose end, one that needed to be snipped. JP quietly congratulated himself for leaving a trail leading back to Reed in the event that things went wrong. Breadcrumbs leading back to a dirty cop? Genuis Preston, JP thought. 
JP picked up the phone and called Mike back in Paris. Mike answered on the first ring. “I need you back in the states,” JP said.
“Ok, when?” Mike asked, “And what for?”
“Immediately. I have a project that I’m working on for Chuck and Draper. I need a little help clipping off some loose ends … here in Atlanta,” JP said.

Chapter 44
Sherlock-Ho
Atlanta
Luke heard Amin, Quan and Bosco enter the side door of Amin’s parent’s house. Bosco led the way and ran toward Luke immediately, licking his hand, happy to see him. Amin and Quan walked into the living room only to have Amin shout, “What the hell?” Upon seeing a nice looking Latin woman sitting on the couch with her hands in her lap.
Luke looked down at Bosco and shot him a picture. Bosco transformed in an instant, sitting on his haunches as if ready to pounce, glaring at the woman on the sofa and baring his teeth. 
Luke turned his attention to the woman on the couch. “I’m going to have a quick conversation with my friends here,” Luke said. “I’d advise you not to move, otherwise my dog here will rip your neck out.”
The Glasser crew moved into the kitchen and spoke in hushed tones. 
“Who the hell is that? Amin asked.
“No clue, she’s not talking,” Luke said.
“You said on the phone that she was in the house,” Amin said. 
Luke just nodded.
“She have anything with her? Like stuff she’d taken?” Amin asked.
Luke shook his head then added, “No purse no ID, nothing else either.”
“You mind if I talk to her?”Amin asked
“No problem,” Luke said as he turned to follow Amin.
Amin put his hand in Luke’s chest to stop him. “Alone. Let me have a private chat first,” he said.
Luke looked at Chas who shrugged as if to say ‘why not.’ Quan just stood looking confused.
Amin walked into the living room and sat down in a chair next to Bosco, opposite the couch. The woman sitting across from him might have been considered beautiful if not for the scowl on her face. Her hair was pulled back tightly and packed under a black beanie, erasing any possibility of softer expression.
She said nothing, just stared at him. Amin broke the silence, “I’m Amin White. I live here … or rather my parents do … or rather did,” he said. He relaxed his features and removed any hint of annoyance or anger from his voice. “Can you please tell me what you’re doing here?”
Her face relaxed and she dropped her stare, eyes moving toward the ceiling as if she was thinking. Without the hard look, Amin had a flash of recognition and got up to retrieve his father’s sermon notebook off of the serving table in the dining room. He sat down and thumbed through it, finding the picture he remembered. He looked at the picture, then back at her, then held the picture in front of her. “Is this you?” He asked.
She nodded as she looked at the picture. 
“So you knew my father? He asked.
“Yes, I knew him,”she said softly. “He was a very good man. I’m truly sorry for your loss,” she said, taking her hands from her lap to remove her beanie and let down her shoulder length hair. 
“So come on, who are you and are you here? It’s clear from the photo that you thought a lot of my father,” Amin said with a reassuring tone.
“I did think a lot of your father,” she said, pausing as if to determine how much information she should share. 
Amin shot her an expression that said, ‘well?’ 
“I’m Sheryl Locke and yes I knew your father well. That picture,” she said pointing to the one still in Amin’s hand, was taken at a benefit … The Child Rescue Coalition benefit three or four years ago.”
“What’s that,” Amin asked.
“The Child Rescue Coalition has a software platform that helps law enforcement find pedophiles,” she said, matter of factly. “Your father noticed strange behavior from one of his short term parishioners, and contacted me initially. I called the CRC, they called the police with the lead, and the rest was history. Good history. Your father was instrumental in helping put a serial sex abuser of children in jail for a long time.”
“Why did he call you in the first place? Are you with the Child Rescue thing?” Amin asked, not fully remembering the name.
“No, I have a small private office. For lack of a better word, I’m a private investigator, but really more of a forensic accountant and researcher. I used to work at a law firm and found I liked research better than the actual grind of being a lawyer. I’ve been on my own for about three years now and one of your father’s church friends referred him to me. That’s how I know him,” Sheryl said.
“Ok,” Amin said slowly. “That’s great and all, but why were you here tonight?” He asked.
“She looked off wistfully for a moment, then returned. “Your father had asked me to look into something for him. It’s a private matter and I can’t discuss it,” she said.
“You know he’s dead, right? My mother too, and by all accounts it looks suspicious as hell,” Amin said.
Her eyes softened. “I can’t. I really can’t discuss it,” she replied.
Chastity had been straining at the kitchen door, trying to overhear Amin’s conversation, but picked up nothing but low murmurs. “Shit, I wish I could hear what they’re saying,” she said.
Luke didn’t reply. He’d been connected with Bosco the entire time and heard every word. He’d also seen Sheryl’s facial features through Bosco’s eyes - Bosco-vision as he called it - and could actually smell that she wasn’t lying. He truly loved how Bosco’s senses worked. He looked at Chas, “Don’t worry, I got this,” he said as he threw back the kitchen door and walked into the living room.
“It’s about the missing money,” Luke said as he sat down on the couch beside Sheryl Locke. 
Sheryl looked at Luke and then back at Amin as if to say, ‘what the hell?’ 
Luke quickly answered, “I’m Luke Glasser. Sorry, looks like we got off on the wrong foot.”
Chas walked in and locked eyes with Sheryl Locke, who was obviously still pissed about Chas cold cocking her. 
Amin quickly intervened. “Luke’s my friend. I work for him and his brother. They were just here looking around for clues when they found you. They just thought you might be robbing the place, that’s all,” he said.
Sheryl broke eye contact with Chas. “No, I wasn’t trying to rob the place,” she said indignantly. “I was looking for something … something that was mine … or at least intended for me.” 
She slowly turned her head and looked at Luke who was staring intently at her. “That’s creepy as hell,” she said, wadding up her face, referring to Luke’s ceaseless stare. 
Luke offered a shit eating grin, “It’s about the money … the money missing from the church. I know that much. But what were you looking for exactly?” He asked.
Luke could tell that she was mentally struggling with how much to share. He quickly threw her a bone, thinking if he gave a little information, he might climb the ladder of trust and get something in return. 
“Look, the circumstances around Amin’s father and mothers death is highly suspicious. I … or rather we, seriously doubt it was suicide,” Luke said.
Sheryl asked for more clarification and Luke provided a quick run down on their conclusions, punctuating it with the conspicuous timing of money having gone missing from the church. He sat back and watched the gears in Sheryl Locke’s head click into place.
“Interesting,” she said slowly. “The timing is rather ‘convenient,’” then turned to look at Amin. “Your father hired me to figure out exactly where the missing church money went. He had bank statements that he’d downloaded previously, but for some reason when he called the bank, they didn’t know what he was talking about. He tried to download new ones but they were different. It was like the money for the building fund just disappeared … along with most of the operating budget. He was sure there’d been a mistake and knew that I did forensic accounting as well as research. I was supposed to pick up the bank statements, but I heard about the,” she stopped short of saying suicide, then said, “Their death. Based on what he told me - and that suicide seemed to out of character - I wanted to see those statements,” she said.
From Luke’s vantage point on the sofa, he couldn’t see all of Sheryl Locke’s micro expressions, but he didn’t have to. Bosco had relaxed a bit, but Luke had been observing her with Bosco-vision and listening to her heartbeat with his keen hearing. 
“I get the sense that you’re telling the truth, but leaving something important out,” Luke said. “Come on, spit it out,” he said.
Sheryl wrinkled her nose as if she smelled moldy yogurt and then looked at Chastity, looking for context for Luke’s odd behavior. 
Chas just rolled her eyes and nodded, “Yeah, he can be a pain in the ass,” she said in return.
Luke just grinned at the comment and raised his eyebrows.
“Fine,” Sheryl finally said. “Reverend White said that my name showed up on some of the larger transfers … on the new statements that were different than the one’s he’d downloaded. He was confused about how that happened and what was going on.”
“Were you on all of the transfers?” Luke asked.
“No, just a very large one … one that took place a few days before he died,” she replied curiously.
“Did he actually pay you anything?” Amin asked.
“No,” she said, “It was the weirdest call I’ve ever gotten. I never previously worked for your father,” she said, looking at Amin. “That why it’s so strange. I’ve looked at my bank statements and there’s been no money transfers of any kind. I’m still as broke now as I was last week,” she said with a sigh. “The only reason I was here was for those statements … to find out what happened.”
Luke looked at Amin and nodded, letting him know that what she was saying checked out.
Amin got up from his seat and said, “You have a card? Someway to reach you?”
Luke quickly butted in, “I think it may make sense for us to talk more about the money,” he said. “At your office? Tomorrow … actually this afternoon?” Luke said, noting it was around 1:00 a.m.
Sheryl nodded and pulled a business card out of her jeans pocket, handing it to Amin. 
Luke grabbed the picture of Sheryl that Amin was still holding, and snatched her business card before Amin could reach it. Luke studied both the card and the picture, then smiled repeating her name, “Sheryl Locke.” He shook his head. “Shit … your name really is Sheryl Locke?”
Sheryl cut her eyes at him. “Yeah. What of it?” She said with annoyance.
“It’s just that you look more like a Norma Rodriguez,” he said, off handedly, referring to her Latin looks. Light coffee colored skin, glossy black hair that was fighting curls, and a set of dark almond shaped eyes.
Chas rolled her eyes, then muttered ‘Oh fuck,’ under her breath.
If Sheryl was annoyed before, she was positively pissed now. “Screw you … you racist-assed, creepy, white boy!” She shouted.
Luke’s eyes twinkled, thrilled he’d gotten under her skin so quickly. 
For Sheryl’s part, she’d heard comments like that all of her life and it truly annoyed the living shit out of her.
Luke finally spoke up. “Ok, so you got a boring-assed white chick name … that’s tragic for sure. But, that whole latin anger thing … you’ve really got that shit down,” he said, still smiling.
Sheryl looked at Amin, eyes on fire. “What is wrong with him?” she spit out, before launching a stream of impressive curse words in Spanish.
Luke’s eyes widened, and he looked at Amin too. “Damn, I thought I had a spicy mouth. You should hear what she’s calling me!” Luke said, truly impressed. “We’re gonna need to get a diaper for that mouth,” he said with a laugh, looking straight through Sheryl.
“Screw you,” was all she said,
Luke looked down at Sheryl’s business card again, then at the picture of her with Amin’s dad. “Damn, I never thought I’d get to meet a real life “Sher-Locke Ho!”
 
Day 6
Wednesday

Chapter 45
A Total Badass
Paris
Jack woke up at 9:00 a.m. He hadn’t slept well, thinking that at any moment during the night, Paris police would break down the door and arrest him and Beth for the murder of Luka Dedic. He looked over at Beth who was still sleeping soundly. Apparently she had no such worries and didn’t stir as he got up from the bed and walked over to the desk, where he resumed his scrutiny of the the pieces of paper from Dragin’s flat and Dedic’s. He stared at the numbers, trying to make sense of it all, but was still drawing a blank.
He thought about the previous evening … actually early morning, as well as his Paris adventure in totality. In his gut he knew they’d made progress, but there were big gaps that needed to be filled in … that he needed to fill in. He and Beth had sex after returning to the hotel … after she’d killed Dedic. That session was different … very different. She’d fucked him as if releasing her demons, not like the previous few times where it felt like actual love-making. After thinking she was out of his life forever - and putting her in a box labeled ‘killer’ - her recent reemergence left him bewildered. He knew at least theoretically that she was a killer … a contractor, assassin, or whatever they called people like her, but he’d never actually seen that side of her or even any evidence of what she was truly capable of until the previous night. After seeing Luka Dedic’s body wrapped in plastic and the cool way in which she’d handled herself with a gun pointed at her face, he realized that she truly was who AG thought she was … at least from a skill-set perspective.
He replayed the events of the previous night … at least the ones he could remember. He remembered his anxiety rage as Dedic spoke calmly to Beth, she in turn, slipping into a persona he’d never seen … so cool and unaffected in the face of what he knew was sure death. He remembered her flicking what appeared to be a credit card at Dedic, hitting him in the eye, as if performing some sleight of hand card trick or a ninja with a throwing star. No wonder she didn’t flinch … she’s a goddamned badass, he thought. 
He looked back at the paper, then his whole body twitched as if unexpectedly stepping off a curb. She threw a credit card at him, he thought, turning the final tumbler into place until the realization hit him. He walked over to Beth quickly and woke her up. “I know what these numbers are,” he said, pointing to a number string that appeared on both Dedic’s and Dragin’s papers.
“What?” She said groggily.
“It’s a routing number … a routing number for Bank of America in Atlanta,” he said.
 
Jack and Beth made it to the airport at 9:00 a.m. Paris time. They pulled in and dropped the car off and found their flight crew dutifully waiting for them. Jack had to admire the professionalism of the crew. His pilot Don exhibited the same demeanor as the other pilots and was constantly amazed that most high end private pilots had the same no-bullshit stoicism and focus normally attributed guards at Buckingham palace.
As they sat in the hangar waiting for the crew to file flight plans, Beth and Jack sipped water and talked.
“Those other numbers have to be account numbers,” Beth said.
“Yeah, I think you’re right. Or at least one number string on Dedic’s and Dragin’s papers look like Bank of America account numbers,” Jack said. But we don’t know what the others are … that bothers me.”
Beth looked at him inquisitively. “You know, you can’t know everything,” she said. “We have so much more than when we started. I mean … it’s completely crazy that we’ve uncovered what we’ve … or rather you’ve uncovered what you have,” she said.
“Thanks, but having the account numbers and knowing who they belong to, are two very different things,” Jack said.
“Maybe the names will pop up for you? On the way to Atlanta,” Beth suggested.
Jack thought about it for a quick beat, but knew that information wasn’t contained in his head. If it was, he’d have the tingling, full-body knowledge it was rattling around, just not ready to be revealed. There was no tingle and he knew no matter how long the flight, it wouldn’t come to him.
“No … I don’t have it,” he said. “Believe me, if I did I would have pieced it together by now … I would intuitively know it was here,” he said, tapping his head again. “But it’s not.”
“So what are you saying?” Beth asked, narrowing her eyes.
“What I’m saying is that I think we’d be better served by going to Vegas first. Let me have a go at Accelerating … we have more information now and I think we’ll be able to save time. That is unless your, ugh … ‘employer’ can help and find the account numbers.”
Beth broke eye contact and stared at the cabin ceiling for a moment. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she was having more than a slight crisis of confidence when it came to the Organization.    the watchers camped at Gomes’ waiting for her and the Serbian asshole that had been sent to bring her back in, she damn sure didn’t want any ‘help’ from Draper or anyone else but Jack right now. Trust is a precious commodity and at that moment, the only person she truly trusted was Jack. Something is off … just doesn’t feel right, she thought again, trying to determine if her concern about calling Draper or Chuck to enlist the Organization’s help was unfounded. No … it’s all wrong, she concluded.
Beth dropped her gaze and turned back to Jack, “No, I’m not comfortable calling them,” she said.
Jack stared at her. Maybe she is changing, he thought, then spoke. “Ok … then if that’s the case, I really think we need to go back to my place.”
Beth walked up to the cockpit and spoke briefly with the pilots. If they were upset about the change in plans, they didn’t show it. She walked back to Jack, sat down and patted his leg, “Vegas it is,” she said.

Chapter 46
Really, Really, Illegal
Atlanta, GA
Luke heard Chastity laugh out loud while brushing her teeth in the hotel suite bathroom. They’d left Amin and Quan at Amin’s parents house in the early morning hours and made it back to the hotel by 3:00 a.m. After a thirty minute ‘love session’ upon waking, it was now 11:00 a.m. and they were getting ready to meet Amin and Quan and Sheryl Locke’s office.
“Sherlock Ho?” Chastity yelled from the bathroom, toothpaste dribbling down her face.
“What?” Luke replied, unable to understand what she was saying.
She spit and rinsed then jumped on the bed and kissed Luke. “Sherlock Ho? You called that poor woman Sherlock Ho. Where the hell did you come up with that? You’re one crazy fuck,” she said with a laugh and kissed him again.
“Your crazy fuck,” he said, pulling her close.
“Oh no. I love it, but we’re not having sex again. We have to meet Sherlock at noon. You need to wash me off of you and get your game face on, big boy,” Chas said with a wink, delivering a slap to Luke’s ass.
“Yes dear,” he said sarcastically, then hit the shower.
Chas and Luke pulled into Sheryl Locke’s ‘office’ driveway at 12:15 p.m. It was an old house that had been zoned for business and looked like it needed to be either torn down or undergo a massive renovation. The large oak trees on each side of the building - perched close to the structure at opposite ends - looked to be more structural than aesthetic, and were possibly the only things keeping the old house from falling over due to old age and neglect.
“Nice digs,” Luke said sarcastically upon getting out of the car.
“Shush up. Don’t be an asshole,” Chastity said, shaking her head. 
Chas and Luke let themselves in without knocking and found Amin, Quan and Sherlock huddled around a large table that looked to serve as Sherlock’s desk. There was two large computer monitors standing in the middle of the table and Sherlock, parked in front of them, hunting and pecking on her keyboard. Quan and Amin sat opposite of her in beat-ass chairs, laptops open and doing their computer geek thing.
“How’s it going?” Luke asked as he walked in, Chas and Bosco following closely.
“Don’t know yet,” Amin said. “We’re just getting started.”
Sherlock made a concerted effort to be civil, but Luke could tell that the jury was still out when it came to him and Chas. She tried to smile, but her face caved in on itself upon seeing Bosco. “Hi,” she said, though a grimace-like smile, “I hope he’s house trained,” she said.
Chastity quickly replied, “Oh yeah. Bosco’s cool, but you may need to worry about this one,” she said, nodding toward Luke.
Sherlock cracked a smile at Chas’ attempt to lighten the weird vibe that still hung in the air from the previous night and smiled, then asked if they wanted coffee.
Luke had mentally prepared to interrogate the shit out of Sherlock, but it appeared that his timing was a bit off. Between her, Quan and Amin, they were all enthralled in researching bank records and trying to reconcile what happened to the missing money and find out if it was actually ‘missing’ at all. After an hour of sipping coffee that smelled like burnt ass, and staring at other people who were staring at computer screens, the fun wore off and Luke asked Chas if she’d like to grab a bite. 
Chas was as bored as he was and nodded an emphatic ‘yes.’ Luke connected with Bosco to see if he wanted to go, but the dog shit-canned the idea, preferring to hold his horizontal position on the old shag rug that hosted a cornucopia of new-smells. Bosco was completely comfortable anyway.
A few minutes after Luke and Chas left, Amin and Quan decided that the normal research route was going to be problematic. They were looking at the same bank files that Sherlock was and none of it made any sense. Amin had found the bank statements that Sherlock had come looking for the previous night at his parent’s house, but he was in the dark as well. None of it made sense. Most of the entries for and debits were similar on the hard copies and the online bank statements, but missing from the paper statements were the large transfers that definitely stated “Sheryl Locke” as a payee. In total, almost three-hundred-thousand dollars.
“So none of your accounts show this?” Amin asked, looking at her screen that displayed her banking information. 
“No,” she said, flipping through all of her bank statements, looking at the credits for the past year.
Amin felt a little guilty about Sherlock having to expose her finances to total strangers. Sherlock was beautiful and wicked smart - that much he knew already - but her finances were in the same shape as her office. He didn’t have Jack’s sense of numbers, but it didn’t take a certifiable genius to see that she was running on fumes and her business wasn’t much of a business.
Amin broke free from his guilt, “That’s just strange,” he said. “And you don’t recognize this account? You’re saying it’s definitely not yours?”
Sherlock shook her head. “No, not even kinda,” she said.
Quan took a break from his hunting and pecking which was uniquely rhythmic and was the mechanical equivalent of his speech patterns at times. “I’m thinking that we may need a little more,” he said, raising his eyebrows and looking at Amin.
Amin just nodded.
Sherlock picked up on the unspoken message between them. “Ok … share. What are you talking about?” She asked.
Quan nodded to Amin as if he thought it was OK to let her in. Amin blew out a breath, “We may be able to poke around a bit, but technically it would be illegal,” Amin said, but was cut off by Quan.
“Oh … it’s really, really, illegal,” Quan said matter of factly. “If your IP address shows up, then it’s not good.”
“You mean hacking?” Sherlock asked, with a hint of disbelief, looking at them both with her head cocked and eyes cut sideways. She was stellar at research … finding information in obscure databases, and knew how to pull out Boolean search strings out of her armpit. But she wasn’t a hacker and didn’t know her way around software or computing to understand network and system vulnerabilities. Even if she did, her work as a lawyer and understanding the legal repercussions, inspired a healthy hesitance in even trying or enlisting the help of others. But now, that hesitance was starting to dissolve. She was in a bind. Her name was on a few massive bank transfers and the idea of finding out how it happened- even if it was ‘technically’ illegal - didn’t come with the same reflexive ‘No’ that it would have in the past. “You can do that?” She asked cautiously.
Amin shrugged, “Guilty as charged,” he said, then pointed to Quan, “That redheaded gnome over there has broken into more stuff, and has access to more systems than I can count. He’s truly gifted, or truly nefarious. Well, depending how you look at it,” Amin said under his breath.
Quan, never the one to take credit for anything, reluctantly piped in. “Amin’s as good as I am … well, not at breaking in so much, but scouring source code on the fly and finding malware. He’s much better at that,” Quan said offhandedly, never looking up from his screen.
Sherlock was hooked. “So what would we have to do? Where would we have to go?” She asked, not really understanding what was involved.
Quan stopped typing immediately, then looked at Amin. “I’ve got the thing,” he said.
Amin took a quick moment to formulate his thoughts. “Well, we won’t have to go anywhere,” he said. “We have a device that will spoof IP and MAC addresses so nothing will lead back to this location or our computers … or you for that matter. We’d just need to plug it behind your broadband router,” he said.
Sherlock turned her head in thought, unconsciously looking at her router behind the TV and then looked at her computer screen, that told her absolutely nothing. “Damn,” she said. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this. Yeah … do it.”

Chapter 47
Your Stuff Owns You
Las Vegas
Jack and Beth landed in Las Vegas at approximately 11:00 a.m. Pacific time, complete with their forged passports which bore the name of the married couple ‘Rider.’ The ink seemed like it had just dried on their Paris exit stamp.
They acquired a loaner car from the private airport and Beth suggested that Jack drive. Her rationale made sense. If anyone was still watching Jack’s house, then he wouldn’t draw as much attention. She most likely would - based on her exploits of late - and the fact that she was convinced that Draper wouldn’t be able to stop himself from tying to get a fix on where she was or what she was doing. Additionally, there were other players involved and laying down on the backseat and entering Jack’s house from the garage made more sense. If Jack was actually a target of something more deadly, instead of just under blanket surveillance, she felt confident that she could handle it. She’d certainly done it before and had a collection of scalps to show for it.
“The truck’s not here,” Jack said, turning the corner to where Beth had pointed out the surveillance van a few days before.
“That’s good,” she said. Or bad, she thought.
Jack pulled into his long driveway and followed the curved path behind the house to the garage entrance. He got out and punched in the garage door code, unable to use the app on his phone, since he’d left it at the house to make sure he couldn’t be tracked.
The garage door closed behind them as they pulled in. Garage smells hit him hard in a good way.
“I still can’t believe all of this,” Beth said, getting out and looking at the assortment of cars and motorcycles. “Looks like a car museum,” she said.
Jack shrugged. “I don’t know … the old saying ‘You don’t own your stuff … your stuff owns you,’ seems to fit right about now,” he said. 
Jack watched Beth surveying the garage, this time she wasn’t admiring the assortment of vehicles but examining the large room for anything that looked ‘off.’ He quickly did the same and could tell instantly that nothing had been moved or tampered with. He quickly recoiled when he saw her pull a pistol from her backpack. 
“What?” She asked.
“Why do you need that?” He asked, nodding to the gun.
“After our little vacation in Paris, I’m not willing to let my guard down just yet,” she said, knowing full well that hyper-vigilance was just a way of life for her. She couldn’t shut it down if she tried.
Beth walked the house as Jack remained downstairs, off the garage corridor and outside of his Acceleration room. She came back after five minutes and invited him upstairs.
“No one’s here, but wouldn’t hurt to do that thing you do … where you look for anything out of place or different from when we left,” she said.
Jack nodded in agreement and did his thing, finishing up quickly. “All good,” he said. “You cool?”
Beth blew out a deep breath and plopped down in the den sofa, watching Jack as he walked to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator and freezer doors.
“You hungry?” He asked.
“Famished,” she replied.
Jack found a couple of gourmet macaroni and cheese, frozen entrees and put them in the microwave. 
After the timer went off and they had eaten, Beth asked, “So what now?”
Jack leaned back and filled a small pipe with weed. It had been a few days since he’d smoked and needed the mental break. He lit the pipe and took a deep hit. “Well,” he said through an exhale, “We need context around the numbers from Dedic’s and Dragin’s papers. That’s the first thing. As you mentioned, could be friggin’ anything, but now that I know at least one common number string is a Bank of America routing number. That’ll help. Depending on how I configure the NAP, then the other numbers will make sense or we’ll still be stuck,” he said.
Beth nodded appreciatively, still a bit baffled by her ex-boyfriend and current lover’s unique skill … or affliction, depending on which angle she looked at it. “So we start tomorrow? Right?” She asked.
Jack shook his head ‘no,’ his long curly hair whipping the side of his face. “Nope … I don’t want to put this off. I slept on the plane and feel pretty good. Ideally, I’d like to Accelerate, sleep on it, then haul ass out of here in the morning … to wherever we need to go. Work for you?” He asked.
She raised her hands in surrender, “Just trying to make sure you don’t fry yourself,” then looked down at Jack’s pipe, still smoldering, “Well, anymore than you already are,” she said, with a slight smile.
“Well, you certainly haven’t gotten funnier,” he said dryly, smiled and stood up. “Ok let’s get this shit done. I’m feeling good about this. You coming or staying put?” he asked, curious if she wanted to watch the Acceleration process.
She shook her head, “No, I’m going to have to take a pass on that,” she said. She stood up, walked over and gave him a slow deep kiss. “Hey, be careful … OK?”
He kissed her back. “Piece of cake,” he said, then turned to walk downstairs and back into his own personal hell.

Chapter 48
Worm Scat
Atlanta, GA
Luke and Chas had eaten a leisurely lunch downtown while downing a few bourbons in the process. Luke was wired from the previous night and few shots of his favorite brown liquid helped take the edge off. After staring at each other over a long lunch- like couples who know they’re both in love and fully own it - they decided to take a trip back to the hotel and have an extended conjugal visit. Chas had been slightly nervous about abandoning Quan, Amin and Sherlock, but Luke apparently gave no fucks, which was normal for him. 
Though Luke didn’t appear to care, he did, and knew exactly what was going on at Sherlock’s office. The benefit of Bosco staying put and remaining at the office paid dividends. During lunch, he’d occasionally ‘connected’ with Bosco, listening in and catching glimpses of the rug that Bosco was still laying on. Luke could tell that his crew was still at it, and it sounded as if they were getting somewhere. No sense fucking up their rhythm, he thought.
After play time with Chas was over, Luke connected with Bosco around 7:00 p.m., realizing that the geek-squad was winding down. He and Chas made it back to Sherlock’s around 8pm, after indulging in a ‘quickie’ and toweling down. Luke walked into Sherlock’s office and burped upon entering, relieved that Chas was in front of him and wouldn’t run into the fog that smelled like his ass had exploded through his mouth.
“You guys find anything?” He asked, upon seeing them at the table, laptops closed and Chinese take-out boxes strewn on the table.
Quan, Amin and Sherlock all looked up in unison when they heard the burp, all shook their heads and made a face. Quan spoke first, “Yes, we did. Pretty interesting too,” Quan said with the subtle hint of victory. Luke could tell that he was bursting at the seams to tell him.
“Ok, spit it out my tweaky friend,” Luke said, sitting down at the table with Chas.
“Is it OK if I go first?” Quan asked, deferring to Amin, who nodded ‘yes.’ Quan continued, “Well, we were able to get into the First Atlanta Bank system,” Quan said, but Luke quickly cut him short.
“Have you ever broken in there?” Luke asked. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”
“Actually …” Quan sputtered, “No. I haven’t. But … I realized that I had been in the Federal Reserve system, and with a little help from my man over here,” he said pointing to Amin, “We were able to initiate a small transfer to the bank. Amin wrote a script that grabbed a set of credentials, and within a couple hours we were in the First Bank of Atlanta,” he said triumphantly.
No one said anything for a quick minute. “And?” Chastity and Luke finally said … in unison.
“Well, we found the Amin’s Dad’s church account, and saw the transfers and everything like is shown online, but not on the bank statements,” Quan replied. “Amin had admin credentials, so he found the outside IT consultant’s back-door to the maintenance portal and was able to look at the source code for the platform,” Quan said, then paused. “You want to take it from here?” He asked Amin.
Amin nodded and picked up the narrative. “So once inside the source code, I ran one of my scanning routines, looking for anything anomalous and checking against the account login’s for the church as well as the church account. I didn’t find anything on that run, which was really friggin’ weird. So I dropped that and started my search elsewhere, thinking, ‘What would I do, if I wanted to slip in, do some shit, and haul ass without a trace?’ So I took a gamble and reverse engineered one of my worms and started looking for worm-scat,” he said.
Chastity turned up her nose at that reference, “That’s gross, dude,” she said, wadding up her face.
“Yeah, no kidding,” Sherlock piped in. “I’ve had to listen to him say that all afternoon,” she said, equally disgusted.
“Whatever,” Amin said, then continued. “It took a while, but I found remnants of deconstructed code all over the place. It was like it blew itself up but left tiny fragments all over the place. When looked at individually, they’re innocuous, but when scooped up and reconstructed, make sense,” Amin paused to let it all sink in.
Luke wasn’t a computer nerd, but he knew nearly as much as Quan and Amin … he was just a ‘non-practicing geek.’ Chastity on the other hand looked a little confused, while Luke noticed Sherlock giving Amin a look that practically screamed “You are so fucking hot!” 
Luke shook his head, annoyed with the theatrical wind up. “Ok, once again … give me the bottom-line dammit,” he said.
Amin smiled, knowing that holding out was making Luke crazy. “The final product was damn elegant. It took awhile to make sense of it, but it looks like a worm that has been hanging around for a while, that activated a couple of weeks ago. That’s when the shit started hitting the fan with the church I guess,” he added thoughtfully. “Anyway, looking at the code in totality, this thing was pretty expansive … it practically rewrote the entire fucking database.”
“Language please,” Sherlock quickly interjected, with a look of disapproval.
“Fine,” Amin continued, “The entire friggin’ database. But what was even more freaky, that it took the church funds and broke it down into micro-payments - a dollar here, two dollars there - and scattered the small amounts among all of the First Atlanta Bank customers about two weeks ago. It was like it created a separate but distinctly new database … complete with new account records for the whole damn customer base. The paper trail … or lack of it was beautiful. Since the distribution of church funds into each of the other accounts was so small, nobody would ever notice,” Amin said.
“Holy shit,” Luke said, being himself and not caring about Sherlock’s disdain for swearing, “That’s fuckin’ nefarious, dude.” He sat deep in thought, then popped out after a beat. “So you could see the money siphoned out and then a reconfiguration and reconciliation of all the accounts, right?” Amin nodded ‘yes,’ and Luke continued. “OK, cool … I mean not cool, but what about Sherlock Ho’s account? I’m assuming she doesn’t have it, so why does it look like it was transferred to her?”
Sherlock shot Luke an eat-shit look.
Quan once again deferred to Amin. “That’s the real greasy part of this,” Amin said. Though the money was disbursed to individual accounts, the dudes that set this up, made it look like it went into one account, in a single transaction. Basically doing a head fake to park the money a few weeks ago, then distribute it later … a few days ago. It was like they buried their stolen money inside the bank, then came back to get it later,” Amin said.
“Wait … so it is gone then?” Chastity asked.
“Oh yeah, it’s definitely gone,” Quan jumped in. “I found anomalous transfers … micro amounts too, adding up to the exact sum that was taken from the church account, that was then dumped into an account in the Caymans. It was really clever,” he said.
“Whose account is it?” Luke asked.
Sherlock cleared her throat. “According to the bank records that Quan hacked into, it’s ugh … well, it’s mine,” she said.
Luke could tell that she was surprised to find that out as well as embarrassed and ashamed … ashamed that she had no clue how it was possible, and ashamed of how bad it looked. Luke couldn’t help himself though, “So you really are a fucking thief, Sherlock Ho,” he said loudly. “Cool! Wanna come work for me?” Luke asked with a laugh.
Sherlock immediately went from dismayed to pissed. “I don’t have any damn clue how that money got there. I certainly don’t have an account in the Caymans!” She shouted, not really at anyone, but more for her own benefit.
Luke looked around the room, “Yeah, I believe you. If you could pull that shit off, you damn sure wouldn’t be working out of this shit hole,” he said matter of factly.
Sherlock cut her eyes at him and said, “Thanks,” while giving him Luke the finger.
Luke just shrugged, then turned back to Quan and Amin. “So, how bad? Is it a legit account?” He asked.
“Looks like it,” Amin said.
“The application has my passport number, my photo and all my personal information!” Sherlock interjected. “If I was a prosecutor, I’d look at this and have an open and shut case!” She walked over to the office sofa and fell into it, head in her hands.
Luke sensed what Quan and Amin were thinking, then spoke to Sherlock, “Yeah, it definitely looks bad, but you’re not a prosecutor and there’s more to getting access to account information from the Caymans than asking ‘Pretty please.’ I’m thinking it’ll be a minute before any of the Cayman bank records come to light. There’s a process for trying to pry back anonymity … that’s the reason that the Cayman Islands exist in the first place, to hide money behind some serious privacy firewalls. It’ll take a while. That’s if and when whoever tries to get it, can pull the right strings and has enough clout to do it. Seems to me, that you’re guilty by implication for now, with no way to prove your innocence without my crew going to jail,” Luke said, then followed up with, “That sucks,” under his breath.
Amin’s computer suddenly pinged and everyone looked at it. “Damn, forgot I was waiting for a routine to finish running,” he said. “We needed some serious compute power so Quan used the AG cluster to do it,” he said, referring innocuously to the massive server farm located in the secret Department of Agriculture building in Arlington Virginia.
Amin looked at his computer screen, “Holy fucking shit,” he muttered to himself.

Chapter 49
Cuz You’re Hot
Las Vegas
Beth heard Jack moving around in the kitchen. She’d initially parked herself on the den sofa, but the noises that emanated from the office downstairs occasionally made their way upstairs. She’d seen what happened to Jack while he Accelerated, and couldn’t take it. Overcome with guilt and concern, she’d gone upstairs to his bedroom and shut the door, trying not to think of the pain that her lover was inflicting on himself … on her behalf.
She padded downstairs to find Jack sitting at the kitchen island, trying to push his sweaty hair out of his face so he could shove guacamole and chips into his mouth. She could smell the pungent aroma of weed smoke thick in the air, and saw his smoldering pipe laying on the island.
“That stuff any good?” She asked, looking at the expiration date of the guac container. 
“Tastes OK,” Jack said through a mouthful of food.
She sat down at the island, after pouring herself a vodka tonic, and looked at Jack without saying a word. 
Jack ignored her presence initially, lost in thought, and focused on keeping his hair from dropping into the guac container. After a few minutes he said, “Interesting,” then looked at her.
“Interesting as in what?” She asked.
He stopped eating and put the empty bag of chips and guac container in the trash can and motioned her over to the couch, while grabbing his pipe. “I’m not exactly sure,” he said. “I’m waiting for the tumblers to drop into place and unlock it all,” he said, tapping his head again, “But it’s too early I think.” He quickly followed up, “But I’m damn close … I can just feel it,” he said.
“Close is good I guess,” she said, sliding over to get closer to him on the couch.
Jack put his pipe down and wrapped his lanky arm around her shoulder. “Weird huh?” He said, looking at her, a little stoned and unable to throttle his internal thoughts.
“Which part?” She asked, leaning into his chest. “The running all over Paris? Or being with the ‘complicated ex girlfriend that isn’t who she was supposed to be … and still isn’t?’” she asked.
“That last part,” Jack said through a grin. “It’s just so fuckin’ strange … I mean, you’re a serious badass. I mean … they could make a spy movie about you,” he said, really stoned.
She offered up a short sarcastic laugh, “Yeah. The kind of spy they put behind bars, or execute,” she said, then quickly pivoted. “I’m just a little freaked out that you’re not more freaked out that I showed up again. That you’re even helping me … with everything that you know about me?” She said, propping herself up to look at him in the eye. “Why the hell is that?” She asked.
“Cuz you’re hot,” he said, through a stoner laugh, then turned serious. “Shit, I don’t know. I mean, I still really don’t know you. I know you’ve done some bad shit, but I don’t know … you just seem more complicated. After what you told me about your early life and why we went to Paris, I guess it makes sense somehow. If it were me, I mean … who knows? I could easily see myself going down that road, I guess. I certainly can’t judge you. I have no fucking clue what that must’ve been like,” he said, eyes softening.
“That all seems like some distant dream really,” she said, staring up at the ceiling. “I don’t even remember that girl. The grooming … well, I remember that. My Dad … or rather my adopted Dad helped me out with that … or fucked me up. Depends on how you look at things. But he certainly held stuff back from me,” she said with an edge.
“So where is your Dad now? Do you talk to him? Is he an asshole?” Jack asked.
“That falls into the ‘I can’t tell you’ category. But yeah, I do talk to him … but that may change. And yeah, he is an asshole,” she said.
Jack looked at her closely when as she said it. He was stoned and not really thinking straight, his mind parked in neutral and not getting in the way of free associating thoughts. “Fuck,” he said abruptly, “He’s your boss … right?”
She shot him a surprised glance, then quickly leaned back on the couch, her defenses somewhat eroded and her ability to deny or deflect was compromised. “Like I told you,” she said, looking at him. “It’s really fucking complicated.”
________________
Atlanta, GA
“What’s up?” Luke asked, staring at Amin who was still staring at his computer with his mouth open. Chas, Quan and Sherlock looked on, waiting to hear what Amin was referring to.
“I was digging around in the Cayman’s bank network … or rather I had a bot digging around, and it looks like the transfer originated from a Bank of America account,” he stared at his screen closer, gears turning. “Those pasty-ass motherfuckers spoofed the living shit out of everything.”
Luke quickly picked up on the ‘pasty-ass’ reference, something that Amin only said about people who were tragically white … the ones who denied racism, couldn’t dance or tried to act black. “Who? Who did it?” Luke asked.
Amin sat back and rubbed his hands through his short cropped hair vigorously. “Eastern European shop, it looks like. Government or ex government crew probably, now that I think of it.”
“You can tell that? Just from the transfers?” Luke asked.
“Not from the transfers, but from the code,” Quan interjected.
Luke looked at Amin to see if Quan was full of shit, or was on to something. 
“Yeah … what he said,” Amin replied, pointing to Quan. “I’ve only seen that level of spoofing once … on that gig we did in Croatia … the bank over there that lost all that money. The money we found parked in Hong Kong.” Amin shook his head, “I can’t believe I didn’t remember that.”
“Well, I didn’t remember that either,” Quan said, trying his hand at empathy.
Luke shot Quan a shitty expression out of habit, “So you’re saying they’re Croatian?” He asked.
“I don’t know about nationality,” Amin said, “But it definitely has all the earmarks of a large eastern European group. It’s just too big, too many moving parts. This was a sophisticated, coordinated effort.” Amin looked at Sherlock and said, “OK, just who exactly did you piss off?”
Sherlock raised her hands, this time breaking her own no cursing rule, “I have no earthly fucking clue.”
Amin attempted to gather his thoughts, but an idea surfaced that he couldn’t shake. “What if this was some sort of retribution … for work I’ve done in the past,” he asked, looking at Luke. “Holy shit … maybe this is on me,” Amin said, suddenly aware of the implications of his work.
Luke quickly stepped in to be the voice of reason, a role he truly hated. “Dude, hold on. That’s taking a mental leap of galactic proportions. Nobody in those circles knows who you are … we’ve kept that shielded. It’s also a stretch that they’d involve Sherlock over here to get to you. You didn’t know her until a few hours ago. There’s something fucked up going on for sure - and I don’t think it’s random - I mean regarding Sherlock and your parents, but I don’t think this has anything to do with you. Really … you know I’m intuitive,” Luke said, referencing his unique abilities in a way that only Amin and Quan would understand.
Quan had been staring at his computer and typing during Amin’s self flagellation and quickly spoke up. “I found the IP address associated with the transfer from Bank of America.” He kept typing then said, “I can’t find any records associated with the account holder, looks like those have been wiped and the account shut down, but I do have the IP address from where the transfer originated.”
Amin quickly asked, “Spoofed?”
“Doesn’t look like it,” Quan replied.
“Can you find the physical address?”Luke asked.
“That’s what I’m looking for now,” Quan said, typing … trying to get into the local cable provider’s network which was assigned that block of IP addresses. “Found it. Look … right here,” he said, pointing to a street location on his computer map.
Chas and Sherlock looked on, now sitting side by side as Amin, Quan and Luke spoke, getting down to business and focusing. “Damn,” Sherlock said, “Are they always like this?”
Chas just looked at her and shook her head. “I have no clue … I’ve never seen Luke like this and barely know Amin and Quan. The only things I’ve ever seen Luke focus on this intently is gambling and sex,” she said.
“Douglas Reed,” Quan finally said. That’s the name of the homeowner with that IP address.
Luke and crew were temporarily shaken from their reverie when Amin’s phone rang. He looked down at it then back at Luke. “It’s Bug,” he said.
“Well fucking answer it,” Luke prodded.
Amin jerked his head, motioning Luke to follow him outside. Luke picked up the not so subtle hint and joined him on the front porch of Sherlock’s office.
Amin answered the phone and put it on speaker. “Hey man” He said, speaking into the phone.
“Am I on speaker?” Bug asked.
“Yeah … just me and I’m outside and sweaty … don’t have my headphones,” Amin shot back. “Whattaya got?”
Amin and Luke could hear Bug on the other end of the phone mentally trying to either work up some courage, figure out what he had to say, or just find his balls.
“Man, we need to talk,” Bug finally said.
“Bout what?” Amin asked, playing it cool. He knew that Luke had a really strong feeling that Bug was somehow tied into all of the shit that had recently gone down, and was chomping at the bit for information … or at least to get a sense if Bug was full of shit or not.
“Man,” Bug said, pausing. “I don’t know … I think I know some shit … about your parents,” he said nervously. 
“What are you talking about? What are you saying?” Amin asked, starting to feel a surge … free from his busy-work with Sherlock and now squarely back in the midst of his own pain.
“I ain’t talking on no got’damn phone,” Bug said. “But we gotta talk. There’s some crazy shit and I think some motherfuckers are after me too,” he said.
“Where you at?” Amin asked.
“Never mind that,” I’ll meet you at Phoenix Park, off Georgia Avenue. I’ll call you ‘round ten to let you know what time, but I’ll for sure be on the back side where it backs up to the church. Ahhite?” Bug said.
Amin looked at Luke, who just nodded as if to say, Tell him yes, dammit.
Amin agreed then hung up. “What did you make of that?” He asked Luke.
“I don’t know, but he’s scared shitless … that much I can tell,” Luke replied.
Luke and Amin walked back into Sherlock’s office, to find Quan still pecking away at his computer and Chas and Sherlock talking feverishly behind Sherlock’s computer monitor. “What are y’all doing?” Amin asked.
Sherlock poked her head from around the monitor. “Douglas Reed … that name sounds really familiar and I’m gonna find out why.”

Chapter 50
The Thing in Atlanta
Atlanta
JP Preston sat in his living room, scotch in hand. It was 8:00 p.m. and his wife was in Orlando playing in an over-forty tennis tournament … gone for the week. Her absence was fine by him and he knew her tennis leagues and tournaments were a way to distract and disconnect from a marriage that had been hollowed out years ago. JP knew about her mixed doubles ‘tennis partners’ … a collection of lovers with bad knees, all with the same tired pickup lines, who likened discussions of proper backhand form to foreplay. He couldn’t quite say that he didn’t care, but couldn’t say he did either. His prescription of erection inducing blue pills hadn’t been opened in months and he had far too much on his plate with the Organization to attempt to rekindle a marriage that needed more than just kindling to reignite it. 
He heard his phone buzz and looked down at the caller-ID. It was definitely a call he needed to take. He answered quickly, “Chuck, things OK?” He asked, the scotch accentuating his drawl.
Chuck, Draper’s assistant replied quickly, “Calling to ask you the same thing,” he said.
JP had anticipated this call but was still working out a storyline about the preacher and his wife. What was supposed to be a financial operation had expanded like his wife’s tennis schedule. He wrinkled his face, “It’s all under control, if that’s what you mean,” he said.
“That’s exactly what I mean,” Chuck paused. “Help me understand where we are right now,” he said. “From my recollection, you and your eastern European code-warriors where supposed to put a hole in the church’s coffers, drain ‘em, then let Horton pick up the land. How does the death of a popular preacher and his wife help?” Chuck asked, his tone sharper.
JP knew the drill. He hadn’t actually served with Chuck … or Draper for that matter, but had been fairly high up in the literal food chain, working for a large food distribution company back during the Balkan conflict. After Draper and Chuck had been busted to a ‘supply’ role, JP had come in handy, and he’d certainly benefitted from Draper moving contracts his way. Preston’s world view mirrored Draper’s and he’d worked with Chuck for more years than he could count. Though JP was a linchpin for the Organization, he didn’t have board member status, and was more of a high end ‘fixer’ of sorts, one that had the pulse of the political scene of the entire east coast. Draper’s help with funding his massive construction company had certainly helped grease the skids.
“It seemed like the right thing to do,” JP began. “The financial operation appears to have been successful and the black hat boys in Europe seem to have their act together … from a financial perspective. Looks like we’ll have some malware that can be deployed successfully in other financial institutions,” he said.
“You’re avoiding the question, JP. How does the death of the preacher and his wife move the needle forward? Seems to me that it only opened us … I mean you, to more exposure. How’s that beneficial … exactly?” Chuck paused, then added, “You know the preacher’s son works for the Glasser brothers, right?”
JP swallowed hard, “Actually, I was unaware of that,” he said.
“Goddammit JP! Since when did you stop doing your fucking homework?” Chuck shouted.
JP and Chuck had dust-ups before, having known each other for a long time, JP fired back, incensed at the ‘dressing down.’ “Since I’ve been juggling a lot of shit, that’s when. I’ve got Tom Horton to manage … keep his ass out of jail and give him a present in the form of church property, then I had to take care of the little problem of your target in Paris, if you’ll remember,” he replied harshly.
Chuck breathed out audibly. JP was right, he’d heaped a lot on JP’s plate and knew that JP was unorthodox at times, but delivered results. “Calm down,” Chuck said. “You’re right, you have a lot going on.”
JP quickly pivoted. “I thought the Glassers and their crew were going to be taken off the board anyway. Why is the preacher’s son a problem,” he asked.
“Well, that’s the thing. There’s been a change of plan … for the moment,” Chuck said. “It comes from on high. The Glasser brothers have been placed on the ‘untouchable’ list for the time being.”
JP knew that Chuck’s only higher authority was Draper himself. “So Draper hit the pause button?” He asked incredulously, pausing a beat, “Fuck, it’s the thing with his ‘Girl,’ right?” JP said, referring to Beth Colby. “She’s the one that must’ve swayed the old man.”
“Affirmative. she did,” Chuck replied. “That was another fuckup that I should have thought through more carefully,” he said absently.
“Shit, I wish I’d known that. Maybe would have changed things … maybe not,” JP said, letting an ‘inside thought’ leak out.
“You know what Draper says about things like this … there’s no value in worrying about an action that’s already been taken … just learn from it, fix it, and minimize the damage,” Chuck reminded him. “We’ll get back to Horton’s little ‘favor’ in a minute, but for now, give me a quick debrief on the guy in Paris,” he said, “The one I asked you to take care of.” 
“I had Mike on clean-up,” JP said, knowing that Chuck would know exactly who he was talking about.
Chuck grunted, “Any issues?” He asked.
“No,” JP said, then bit his lip. He hadn’t wanted to complicate the situation the revelation that there was another player, but it seemed to be the time to cover his ass. He’d been tasked with running Mike, but really didn’t know how deep the rabbit hole went … especially when it came to Draper’s Girl. “Actually, there was something else,” JP admitted. “According to Mike, there was another person involved.”
Chuck was beginning to relax a bit when JP hit him with the additional piece of information. 
JP continued. “Mike took care of the target in Paris, but apparently there was another person involved that came to light. I don’t know to what extent … Mike didn’t tell me, but he said he found the person in question, but that person was eliminated by an unknown entity before he could get to him. Mike is trying to get a read on who, but no answers as of yet. He said he’s working on getting access to the dead man’s condo video feed as we speak. It really could have been anyone,” JP said.
Chuck didn’t like surprises and held the same opinion regarding ‘coincidences’ that Draper and the rest of the Organization management did … as in, there were no such things. He bit his lip and decided not to share his private thoughts on the matter just yet. He pivoted to the preacher and his wife. “So, this thing in Atlanta … you’ve got it covered?” Chuck asked.
“Yes. I have it covered,” JP replied.
“And whoever you had to do it … he’s ironclad?” Chuck pressed.
JP knew that now wasn’t the time to discuss the fact that he was seriously considering eliminating Doug Reed. Though Reed had served him well … or well enough, JP knew that Reed’s descent into alcoholism and his penchant for young children was a problem. One that needed to be dealt with. He decided to leave that out of his conversation for now. “He’s good. We have no worries there,” JP said.
The phone call ended and JP promised to check in if he heard anything, then quickly returned to his scotch, gulping it down and getting up for a refill. 
JP wasn’t the only one thinking about Mike. Chuck sent his old colleague Mike a quick text that said, “We need to talk,” then sat back in his chair and considered JP Preston’s tenure with the Organization.

Chapter 51
Throw-Downs
Atlanta
Doug Reed sat in his chair, staring at his family pictures yet again. This time instead of bourbon or beer in his hand, he had a Redbull … something to keep him sharp for his nights work. Technically he didn’t need the beverage. He was wide awake, his bloodstream was spiked with adrenaline and he was damn near twitching anyway. He was on edge and his oral fixation - normally quelled with alcohol - needed to be satisfied. He wiped the sweat from the cold beverage can and thought about what had just transpired. The call from Bug to none other than the preacher’s son. Fuck, I knew that son of a bitch was gonna crack, he thought, replaying Bug’s call to his friend Amin in his head. 
Bug had dropped off the map, but that didn’t mean he was out of site or out of mind for Reed. Bug was still technically a gang affiliated target. Reed could have easily organized an investigation around him and used Georgia Bureau of Investigation gear to listen in on Bug’s conversation and movements, but since Reed was running him … or rather using him, that would have been like putting a big fucking neon sign on his car that said, “Dirty cop.” Instead, he was given devices from JP Preston’s network of hackers, criminals - whatever they were - to get access to Bug’s texts and phone calls. When he’d heard the call from Bug to the preacher’s son, he immediately knew that their conversation in the park could never happen. He’d figure out a way to clean up the mess … hell, if he did it right, there’d be no mess at all. But that was a best case scenario, and he knew it. 
The threads were starting to fray and Reed knew he was in full containment mode now. He picked up two pistols from his black duffel bag, both unregistered but used in the commission of several murders. They were ‘throw downs,’ a staple in every dirty cops bag of tricks. Involved in an ‘accidental’ shooting? Just throw down a dirty weapon and get exonerated in a heart beat. It was Atlanta after all. But tonight was different. Racking the slides on both weapons and jamming loaded magazines into their grips, he knew that once again they’d be used to end a life … or two.
________________
Amin and Luke sat in Amin’s rental car a few blocks from Phoenix Park where Amin was supposed to meet Bug. Bosco sat upright in the backseat, his nose poking through the cracked window, inhaling every smell he could. Bug had texted Amin at 10 p.m., letting Amin know that it would be midnight before he could make it. At Luke’s urging, Amin and Luke made it to the park prior to 10 p.m., thinking that if anything weird was going on, they’d catch a whiff of it early. 
“You sure this asshole is gonna show?” Luke asked, annoyed that the meeting was so late and he’d been left to smell dog breath in an enclosed area for longer than expected.
“Damned if I know,” Amin replied, annoyed as well.
Luke chewed on the idea for a moment. “He’ll show,” he finally said. “He was so fucking keyed up and nervous, it sounded like he thinks you’re some sort of lifeline or priest … it’s like his conscience is so guilty he can’t take it.”
“So, you got all that from that quick phone call?” Amin asked, semi-convinced that Luke was embellishing a bit.
“Abso-fucking-lutely,” Luke replied. 
“I hope you’re right,” Amin said dismissively.
“Of course I’m right … plus we have a plan,” Luke grinned.
Amin rolled his eyes and looked at Luke sideways, instantly recalling their trip to Canada and the weed farm executive’s apartment … where they’d almost been shot. “Dude … if you’ll remember, planning has never been our strong suit when it comes to shit like this,” Amin replied.
Luke raised his eyebrows and smirked. “It’s a plan dude … what you want to do? Assemble a focus group around it? It’s simple, we’ll find out what he has to say, and my magical, brown, sensory-enhancement-unit,” Luke said, pointing to Bosco in the backseat, “Will give me eyes and ears so we can tell if we can trust your crackhead friend. We’ll see what he’s got to say and if he’s telling the truth.”
Amin shook his head, “He’s not a crackhead, asshole.”
“Whatever. I don’t trust him,” Luke said.
“Bug and I go back, but I’m not ready to say I do either,” Amin replied.
It was ten minutes after midnight when Amin got the text from Bug. “Here,” was all it said.
“Ok,” Luke said. “You got this right?”
Amin shrugged, “Yeah, I got this.”
Amin got out of the car and let Bosco out of the back. Luke quickly flashed the dog instructions - in pictures - to follow Amin at a distance and stay in the shadows. Once Amin met his friend, he’d give Bosco instructions on where to sit and wait, out of sight, so Luke could listen in. Luke had to admit, the plan was a bit light and definitely had diaper rash all over it, but it was the only thing that came to mind at the time.
Through Bosco-vision, Luke saw Amin walk quickly into the park, near the church side entrance. He was still amazed, even though Bosco only ‘saw’ in black and white, the dog’s visual acuity and light enhancement was almost like wearing night vision goggles. Bosco let Amin walk from sight, but was still completely on his trail, smelling the pavement occasionally. Through Bosco, Luke caught whiffs of the distinctive aromas from Amin’s shoes as well as the slight hint of the cologne he always wore.
Once in the park, Bosco saw Amin enter, as well as a dark figure standing near a play set for kids … swing set, slide, and merry-go-round, near the church. Luke saw that there were bushes and shrubs around the edge of the swing set and flashed Bosco a picture. Bosco did as Luke asked, moving slowly and quietly in the cover of shadows, then positioned himself to face Amin and the stranger. Bosco made it to his position at the same time Amin walked up to Bug.
“Hey,” Amin said, upon seeing his friend. Bug nodded in reply. “What’s going on? You sounded freaked out,” Amin said, concern in his voice.
“That’s about right,” Bug said, turning his head to make sure they were alone. “I don’t know man, there’s just some weird shit going on, s’all I can say.”
Amin thought about what Luke had posited earlier … that it was conveniently coincidental that Bug had invited him to go out unexpectedly … at the same time tragedy struck his parent’s home. “Weird as in what way? As in you hooking me up with one of your girls the night my parents were killed?” Amin asked, emotion taking hold of him and his voice accusatory. 
“Shit man … ain’t like that,” Bug said.
“What’s it like then,” Amin asked, moving in closer, towering over his friend.
“Don’t get all like that right now,” Bug said, moving back, his voice becoming more threatening. “Just listen to what I got to say, ahhite?” Quickly trying to turn down the heat.
Amin stepped back and nodded. The last thing he needed was to get in a fight with Bug before he even knew what he had to say. “Ahhite then,” Amin said. “Tell me.”
Bug moved his head side to side as if trying to figure out the best way to say what he’d come to say. Finally he spoke up. “Man, I got this cop up my ass, man … he got me on video and shit … killing a motherfucker in a deal,” Bug paused, watching Amin’s expression. “It ain’t like murder or no shit. The motherfucker reached in his coat like he was going for a gun. I just shot the motherfucker and took the shit and the money. It was self defense,” Bug pleaded, then stopped to judge Amin’s reaction.
Amin cocked his head and paused. “Ok … but what’s that got to do with me and my parents?” He asked.
“He’s dirty, man,” Bug blurted. “The cop … he’s dirty as hell! He been running my ass for a while. I mean, that motherfucker says jump, and I gotta fucking jump. I don’t, then he’ll put me in the box, waiting for a fucking hot-shot on ‘the row,’” he said, dropping his voice, referring to death row and lethal injection.
“You still didn’t answer my question,” Amin said, stepping closer.
“That dirty mu’fucker told me to keep you busy and out of the house that night. I swear man, I didn’t know what that motherfucker was up to. I thought he was just trying to find out what you were all about. Thought it might have som’thin to do with those white boys you work with. He never said nothin’ ‘bout killing nobody! “Specially not yo mom and daddy,” Bug moaned. “I would’a killed the motherfucker if I knew that shit!”
Luke had been sitting in the car, listening to every word of the conversation. He had to keep telling himself to focus on being a human lie detector and not get lost in the narrative that Bug was weaving. Damn! I knew he was a piece of shit! Luke thought. Wired into Bosco, he saw the sweat glisten off of Bugs face, and the fear that had registered in the form of an increased heart rate when Amin stepped closer, pissed momentarily at his friend. Luke knew that Bug was telling the truth. He also sensed Amin’s angst and anger begin to boil up, the sound of his fingers flexing and a new scent that Bosco had caught a whiff of … anger mixed with testosterone. 
Luke was so focused on the smells and the physical tension between Amin and Bug that he physically jolted when Bosco quickly snapped his head around, looking for the source of a noise, coming through the bushes at the opposite side of the swing set.
Connected to Bosco, Luke saw a man emerge from the hedge long before Amin or Bug did. He was walking toward them at a ninety degree angle, most likely visible on the periphery … if only they’d been paying attention and not staring each other down in an intense conversation. Luke issued no commands to Bosco. He was still trying to make sense of it all, utterly confused and wondering if it was one of Bug’s friends or crew members. 
When Amin and Bug finally realized the man’s presence - that he was walking toward them - all Bug could say was, “Shit,” when he turned to look at the man. Shit was right, as the man quickly raised his arm, gun in his hand, and fired two rounds into Ladarius ‘Bug’ Johnson’s chest. 
Luke screamed “Go” inside of the car, before realizing that Bosco could only sense his fear, but couldn’t process it into any meaningful action. Luke quickly formulated a mental image hoping Bosco would understand … if only for Amin’s sake. 
Amin had seen the man emerging from the shadows and assumed that it was one of Bug’s running mates. But when the man lifted a pistol, fired and put his friend down, he knew he was fucked … caught in something that he wasn’t going to make it out of. He froze as if somehow becoming non-threatening would inspire the gunman to walk on by … to leave him be. He watched the man throw the gun down toward Amin and quickly pull out another one and point it directly at his chest. I’m gonna die, was the only thing that came to Amin’s mind.
Luke had seen the man’s gun emerge and quickly reformulated his thoughts, conjuring an image for Bosco. Bosco wasted no time. In a flash was through the bushes and covering the twenty yard distance like only a large focused canine could. The man fired and Bug went down as Bosco cut the distance in half, gaining speed, his teeth bared and claws digging into the soft dirt. Luke’s Bosco vision was blurred by the Bosco’s fast-twitch movements, but he saw what Bosco saw. He also ‘felt’ what Bosco felt … an intensity and laser-like focus like nothing he’d ever experienced. Luke saw the man toss the gun in Amin’s direction and pull out another one, lifting it toward Amin who stood still, hands slightly raised. As the man steadied his gun, pointing it toward his best friend’s chest, Luke felt a sudden jolt of energy course through his body as Bosco bore down hard and summoned every ounce of strength he had, launching himself toward the gunman. With Bosco in mid air, Luke heard the familiar sound of the hammer of a pistol being cocked, then the sights and sounds of impact being made as Bosco hurled his entire eighty five pounds onto the gunman’s back, lashing out with his huge canine teeth at the man’s neck before they both hit the ground, tumbling violently.
Luke couldn’t make out anything. Bosco was in a state that Luke had never seen or felt. An unearthly growl emanated from somewhere deep in the dog’s chest, the DNA of a thousand predatory ancestors activated and focused on one thing, killing the man who was a threat to his master’s friend. Luke saw Bosco quickly regain his balance, pick himself up and charge at the man on the ground, who still gripped the pistol. He saw the man moving his arm toward his canine assailant, then heard and felt Bosco in full ‘fight-mode,’ intent on finishing the man. All Luke could see was bare flesh, and the occasional outline of a balding hairline. He leapt from the car, and charged toward the park, Bosco-vision in one eye, his own in the other, but the connection with Bosco ended abruptly with the crack of a gunshot.

Chapter 52
Fight, Flight, or Fright
Atlanta
Doug Reed was standing behind a tree, nestled in a clump of chest-high bushes, watching Bug Johnson shift his weight from leg to leg, near a swing set in the back of the church. As a cop, Reed knew body language and could tell that Bug was nervous. Deciding to come clean with your buddy? He thought to himself. He could have taken Bug out quickly. That would have been easier for sure, but he knew the preacher’s kid had to go too. He’d made up his mind and brought two guns in addition to his own. He had envisioned what the scene would look like when he’d packed both of the throw-downs in his bag. Two old friends having a disagreement, then shooting each other. Neither alive to tell the story of why they were there and what they’d been involved in. A black on black shooting in a park … late at night? No cop’s gonna think twice, he thought.
Five minutes later, he saw the preacher’s kid emerge from the shadows, raising his hand toward Bug. He saw the friend walk over and stop in front of Bug. It took a moment for them to speak, but from Reed’s vantage point he could hear the preacher’s kid’s voice grow loud and harsh, though he couldn’t make out what he was saying. Now’s the time, he thought, grabbing a throw-down pistol and walking quietly - but at pace - toward Amin and Bug. When he was within five yards of the arguing friends, he saw Bug stop and turn toward him. No fear registered on Bug’s face, just disdain as he uttered an expletive. Doug Reed, lifted his pistol and unleashed two 9mm hollow point rounds into Bug’s chest, dropping him instantly.
Reed knew that he had momentum … that ‘fight’ or ‘flight’ usually only happened after ‘fright’ … when someone had a few precious seconds to process what was happening. Only then would they try to haul ass or whip ass. He’d successfully disrupted the synapses in the preacher’s kid’s frontal lobe, and now only confusion registered on the kid’s face. He kept walking, not losing a step, then threw the ‘throw down’ pistol toward the preacher’s kid and pulled out his other weapon. He stopped ten feet away and raised his gun at the kid, who was still trying to comprehend what was happening to him. He cocked the hammer only to be driven to the ground by something other-worldly.
Reed grabbed his neck reflexively, registering the pain of a glancing blow inflicted by a large brown animal that had tumbled off of him and was now prepared to finish the job. He raised his gun as quickly as he could, this time a beat slower … he was now the one who was confused, his momentum and focus completely obliterated. Before he could fire a shot, the animal was on him. He raised his hands and arms defensively, trying to cover his neck, as the dog tore at his arms, chewing through his shirtsleeve in an attempt to find his jugular. The gun was still in his right hand as he tried to point the gun toward the dog without hitting himself, but it was no use. The dog was in full attack mode. He quickly fired his pistol near the dog’s ear, halting the attack abruptly. He saw the dog laying on the ground, stunned, but getting up. He got up and saw that the preacher’s kid was running toward him. Reed’s flight mode kicked in. Knowing he couldn’t get a shot off in time, he ran toward the park exit toward his car, firing the gun over his shoulder as he ran, in an attempt to ward off pursuit. 
 
The sound of the gunshot felt like an ice pick in each of Luke’s ears, as he momentarily stopped running and grabbed his head in pain. His connection with Bosco was momentarily lost due to the concussion of the gunshot … painfully multiplied by Bosco’s acute hearing. Luke tried to reconnect with Bosco as he regained composure and continued running toward the park. He was successful and a wave of relief washed over him. Bosco’s alive, he thought. He saw the gunman fleeing but flashed Bosco a picture to stand down. For some reason, even running and out of breath, something other than fear of Bosco getting shot had caused him to call off the dog’s pursuit. I’ve seen that motherfucker before, Luke thought as he ran through the park gate.
Luke found Bosco leaning against Amin’s leg as he entered the park. Luke was breathing heavily and shaking. So was Amin. Bosco stood like a sentry, waiting patiently as Amin looked down on his friend Bug’s body.
“We’ve got to get the fuck out of here,” Luke said in an intense whisper.
Amin just looked at him, shellshocked. “But …” was all he could manage to say before Luke grabbed him by the arm and walked him quickly back to the car.
________________
Las Vegas
Jack and Beth ended up making love on the sofa. It was 9:00 p.m. PST, and Jack was hungry. He took out two steaks from the fridge and seasoned them as Beth put her clothes on. The indoor grill in Jack’s kitchen sizzled as the overhead hood sucked out as much smoke as it could. Beth sat watching Jack cook … something she’d never done before. He flipped the steaks and checked on the fresh cut potatoes he decided to oven-bake. 
Jack sipped his beer while tending to the meat and offered her an air-toast, which she eagerly returned, her glass topped off with vodka and tonic. They ate much like they had in Paris … only without the pressure to find asshole criminals and avoid getting killed. Their conversation flowed, which was interesting since a good chunk of Beth’s and Jack’s lives were off limits. There seemed to be an organic accommodation that had come about, where they both quietly acknowledged that certain parts of their lives were closed off, but both intent on savoring the moment … unsure how long their new iteration of a relationship would last.
Upstairs, they made love again, unable to keep their hands off of each other. Their passion, it seemed, had grown more intense, and more deeply personal … both of them drawn closer together by the realization of the intellect and skill each other possessed. They exhausted themselves soon thereafter, collapsing on the bed in a deep sleep. 
________________
Atlanta
At 12:45 a.m. Luke and Amin arrived back at Sherlock’s with Bosco in tow. They crashed through the door, still confused, but amped up on adrenaline. Sherlock was still behind her computer screen, as was Quan, but Chastity leapt from sofa, the commotion violently waking her. 
“What the hell?” Chastity said, awake and alert in an instant.
“Fucking Bug’s dead … the guy almost shot me!” Amin shouted.
Everyone was at full attention and up from their seats, crowded around Amin and Luke, trying to process what he’d just said. Luke quickly calmed them all down as best he could and urged the others to sit while he told them what happened in the park.
All eyes were transfixed on Amin and Luke, and a chorus of ‘oh shits’ and ‘no ways’ erupted from the listeners. Even Sherlock threw in an ‘oh fuck.’ Thirty minutes later, Sherlock made tea and the small wrecking crew sat quietly, attempting to relax. Amin had come out of his stupor, but his body shook occasionally as his adrenaline levels tapered off. 
Sherlock shook her head as if quickly remembering something. “Douglas Reed,” she said, breaking the silence. “I forgot to tell you … I found him. I also know why his name rang a bell,” she said, getting up to go to her computer. Luke followed her as the others remained seated.
Luke stood behind Sherlock as she woke her computer. She shot him a look as she was about to type in her password and he quickly looked away. Once she was logged on, she found the file she’d been looking for … a DMV record for Douglas Reed. 
“There,” Sherlock said, pointing triumphantly to the picture of Douglas Reed.
“Chas! Come here!” Luke shouted. Chastity quickly walked over and Luke pointed to the picture. “Remember him?” He asked.
“Holy shit!” Chas shouted. “Yeah … the cop!”
Luke stared at the screen, his blood beginning to boil and muscles tightening. Bosco snapped quickly to attention and walked over to his master’s side. “Yeah …” Luke said, “The cop. The same son of a bitch who killed Bug tonight.”
________________
Las Vegas
At 3:45 a.m., Jack shot up in bed, the ferocity of his movements waking Beth and putting her on high alert.
“What is it?” She asked, after scanning the room and listening for sounds of trouble.
“A name … I think I have a name,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Does the name JP Preston mean anything to you?” He asked.
Beth tried to hide her shock. She definitely knew JP Preston. He was a long time Organization member that Draper and Chuck had known from their time in the military. JP was the epitome of a corrupt, slimy, southern asshole who used his gentile manners, impeccable dress and courtly southern drawl to cover up his true shitty nature. All with the same effectiveness of cheap air freshener in a truck stop bathroom. JP was on her level, but had a different skillset and unique value to the Organization. His skills focused on the fabrication of ornate plans that put assets - politicians, cops and non-cooperative business execs - in his pocket. The Organizations pocket. One of Beth’s roles was the removal of those assets when they’d outlived their usefulness or became a threat. They never worked directly together, but Beth knew him, disliked him and found his obsequious manner nauseating. But having his name pop up in Jack’s head was more than disconcerting … it was a punch to the gut that opened up a host of possibilities and lines of thought that she’d never considered, until now. 
She tried to control her facial expression and her instant recognition of the name. This was Organization territory … off limits to Jack. She knew she’d cross a line if she admitted knowing JP, and she was still processing the implications of him being somehow involved with Dragin or Dedic. Her trigger finger twitched slightly as she tried to connect the dots and understand why JP was even a dot that needed connecting. She paused, took a deep innocuous breath, then turned to Jack and shook her head slowly, “No, I don’t think so,” she said. “What about him? Where does he fit?” She asked, searching for more information.
“I don’t know exactly, but I do know he’s a signatory on Dedic and Dragin’s account … the Bank of America Account number we found scribbled on both of their paperwork,” Jack said.
Now, he had her attention. Her eyes grew hard. “Ok … I’ll try to get an address for him,” she said quickly, though she knew it already.
“No need,” Jack replied. “I’ve got that too. It’s just that …” he didn’t finish his sentence, instead just stared at his lover who’d made a subtle transformation the instant she’d heard his name.
“Just what,” she prodded.
“Just that I’m concerned of what will happen to him if we do find him,” Jack said slowly, sensing that now he was talking to Draper’s Girl instead of Beth.

Chapter 53
Let’s Get Us An Asshole
Atlanta
At 12:45 a.m., the Organization agent known only as ‘Mike,’ lay down quietly in the bushes outside of Doug Reeds house. Mike had been there for two hours and had barely blinked, making no noise … just stone-like, the entire time. He was tired and beat, running on fumes from the Paris time change and the Adderall he’d taken would have made anyone else twitch. But despite his physical exhaustion, he was alert and being quiet and still came easy to him … or at least was easy for him after years of Navy Seal sniper training and a dose of speed. Though he wasn’t military anymore, muscle memory is a thing, and Mike had it in spades. 
He recalled his conversation with JP Preston. JP was a dubious human, but he knew him from back in the day … the Balkans specifically. JP had become of a friend of Draper’s and Chuck’s, and though he couldn’t say that he trusted the man, Draper and Chuck did, and that was all there was to it. His elite military training came with an ability to compartmentalize pretty much everything and not get wrapped around the axle and personally invested in his own opinion, always knowing that he wasn’t privy to the entire story or operation. “Do your job … don’t worry about the rest,” was Draper’s mantra. At 1:00 a.m. in the morning, Mike was ‘doing his job’ and trying not to worry about the rest. But that was hard.
JP had filled him in on his surveillance subject and provided some critical backstory, which is more than he could say about other jobs or operations. This time he knew what JP was up to and more importantly, what his target Doug Reed was up to … at least in part. JP had quickly outlined how he’d used Reed in the past … what he had on the dirty cop that put him in JP’s clutches in the first place. Mike grimaced when he thought about Reed’s ‘proclivities’ with under aged kids, and clinched his fists instinctively as if preparing to kill the child raping bastard with his own hands. JP had left nothing out of his narrative regarding Reed, including his insurance policy. Specifically that Reed was unknowingly a co-beneficiary of three hundred thousand dollars, courtesy of an old Atlanta church and a group of Eastern European assholes that had spoofed Reed's IP address and were now creating a digital trail that lead back to Reed in case they needed it. Mike didn’t care much for JP, but he did have to admit, the guy was nefarious as fuck … the kind of guy that was capable of doing very good things for the Organization, and very bad things to others.
Reed wasn’t at home, which was interesting, since Mike had already checked out his work schedule. Curious, he thought. He didn’t know when Reed would be coming back, if he was coming back, or when he’d left his house in the first place. Reed’s absence, however, did provide an opening for Mike to slip into his house and place a few listening devices in strategic areas. 
By all accounts, Mike should have left already. He had ears in the house, and there was no need for him to expose himself unnecessarily. However, something in him wanted to see the man … live and in person. In the back of his mind, he’d already made a decision. If JP’s plan didn’t work, and Reed somehow made it through the minefield that JP had laid for him, then Mike would do the rest. In Mike's mind, Doug Reed was a cancer, and he was chemotherapy. He’d ben trained up by Uncle Sam himself, to rid the world of shit heads, and Doug Reed was a shit head.
At 1:45 a.m., Mike’s wait was over. He saw headlights flash in the driveway and two minutes later the dull thud of a bag of sorts hitting the floor, and the click of ice hitting a rocks glass.
__________
At 1:50 a.m. Chastity said, with complete conviction, “We’re going … tonight!” 
The others nodded in agreement. As soon as everyone had heard the reason that Doug Reed was on Sherlock’s radar, the decision was unanimous. That he’d killed Bug was reason enough for Amin, but the fact that he was in Sherlock’s primary ‘persons of interest’ file - as a suspected pedofile - sealed the deal for everyone else. They were going to pay Mr. Reed a visit, and find out what the fuck was going on.
Chas reached, in her bag and pulled out a 40mm Glock, her weapon of choice dating back from her CIA days.
Sherlock’s mouth dropped as she saw the weapon, then her expression changed quickly. “Got another one?” she asked Chastity, her stare now hard and cold.
Chas nodded, and pulled out a smaller version of the same pistol, only in 9mm. She held it in her hand. “You trained?” she asked.
Sherlock nodded. “Yeah … military police in the Army after my undergrad. Six years. Was the only way this poor Puerto Rican could afford law school,” Sherlock said. She took the weapon from Chas, pulled back the slide and examined the round in the chamber, clearly evident she knew what she was doing. “This’ll do,” she said.
Luke, Amin and Quan looked on at the female bonding that was taking place over weaponry and stared at each other with dismay. Luke just shrugged and grinned. “Cool,” he said, under his breath.
 
At 2:45 a.m. one car containing the Glasser quartet - Luke, Amin, Quan and Bosco - and another car with Chas and Sherlock driving, passed by Doug Reed’s house and parked around the block. They all noticed that Reed’s lights were on, but based on the fact that he’d just killed a man, gotten mauled by a dog and barely escaped with his life, it made sense that Doug Reed might have a bit of difficulty nodding off. If he was anything like the Glasser crew, he’d be wide awake and freaked out that his murderous plan hadn’t worked out as well as he hoped.
Luke, Amin, Quan and Bosco stayed in the car. Their job was reconnaissance. Though Luke and Amin were familiar with having guns pointed at them, the thought of ‘on-the-job-commando training’ wasn’t exactly on their bucket list. It actually seemed to fit nicely on Luke’s ‘Fuck-it list.’ Chas was a badass and it looked like Sherlock knew what she was doing too, so instead of trying to prove how manly they were and end up getting shot, the male contingent of the little soirée decided to let the females do the heavy lifting … much like male lions on an African savanna. 
The plan was fairly simple. When Chas and Sherlock had things under control … meaning that when they were in the house and Reed was subdued, Luke and Bosco would have a nice little chat with Doug Reed. It was agreed - much to Amin’s very vocal protests - that Amin would stay back with Quan on look out. The group didn’t trust that Amin would be able to keep from killing the dirty cop on the spot. He’d also be a major distraction in getting information out of Reed. Amin was pissed about being left behind, but acquiesced when Luke said that he’d call him in after his interrogation was over. That was if everything went according to plan and Chas and Sherlock didn’t get shot in the process.
Chas put down the phone after speaking with Luke and telling him what to look out for and what to do if things went ‘pear-shaped.’ She turned to Sherlock who was dressed in the same black outfit that Chas had first seen her in at Amin’s parents.
“You good?” Chas asked.
“I’m good,” Sherlock replied.
Chas didn’t know Sherlock. She didn’t know her skill set and didn’t know what she would do under pressure. It was a suboptimal scenario for any operator … working with someone who was an unknown was never good. That said, she knew that if she had to depend on Luke and his crew of misfits, she would have shit canned the whole operation and done it herself. 
“Tell me,” Chas said. “One more time, walk me through what we discussed.”
“I’m back up. I’ll go frontside,” Sherlock said, referring to the front of Reed’s house, “And you’ll go backside. You’ll take the east side of the house to recon, and I’ll take the west. When we’re sure he’s accounted for, I’ll provide a distraction in the front of the house, while you enter from the back. You’ll then ‘inspire’ Doug Reed to cooperate and I’ll join you. When he’s no longer a threat, we’ll call in Luke and the dog,” she said.
Chas nodded appreciatively. “That about covers it,” then she pivoted. “It’s all about using the shadows to your advantage. We’ll be coming from the side of the house, from this neighbor’s yard,” Chas said, pointing to a house a few doors down from where they were parked. “Slow and steady is what we’re going for. Do you know how to use these?” Chas asked, pulling two wireless earbuds out of their charger and handing Sherlock one. 
Sherlock picked one up and placed it in her ear, tapped it once to open the connection, then spoke. She tapped twice to end the connection.
“Well, I guess that’s a ‘yes,’ Chas said with a smile. “OK, let’s go get us an asshole,” she said, slipping out of the car silently.

Chapter 54
Put The Gun Down
Atlanta
Mike heard something in the bushes to his right. Not a cat or an animal, he thought. Rhythm isn’t right. Human, he determined. He slowly gripped his pistol, not making a sound. He turned his head slowly to get a sense of who had now entered his area of operation. He heard the movement again, and focused. It was obvious that whoever was in the tree line had no clue of his presence and was walking toward the house, parallel to him. He relaxed his grip and watched curiously as a black clad figure emerged from the property line foliage, and slipped in the shadows of the house …performing a slow recon of the structure and peeking into unobscured windows. He then watched the figure move to the front of the house and crouch down behind a mass of bushes.
 
Sherlock was sweating bullets as she emerged from the tree line. She’d had military training, but she was rusty as hell. As an Army MP, most of her operational focus had been on the removal of drunk soldiers from drinking establishments, performing those duties in the least stealthy manner possible. MP’s regularly created a big show upon entering a crowded, noisy bar to separate ‘men’ who had devolved into bitch slapping ‘boys,’ rolling on the bar room floor inflicting more embarrassment than pain on each other. That had been her primary job description back in the day. Now, staring at a murderer’s house from behind a tree - in the witching hour no less - she tried desperately to recall what being stealthy actually felt like. Hearing the sound of her own footsteps through the foliage - which sounded more like an elephant stomping on bags of Doritos - didn’t inspire confidence. She had a quick epiphany of how an aging baseball player would feel if they suddenly had to stare down a fastball with no practice. 
She stayed in the shadows under the eaves of the house and moved slowly, not to attract attention. Quite a few of the window shades were drawn. Moving toward the front of the house, near what she assumed was the den, she found one of the larger windows with the shade open. She ducked under it, and moved back a bit, so that light leaking from the interior wouldn’t illuminate her as she took a peek. She raised up from her crouch slowly, just high enough to see through the window, then back down into a crouch and continued to the front of the house.
Sherlock tapped her earpiece once. “Subject in the den, on the west side of the house. Unable to get eyes on a weapon at this point,” she said. “I’m in position, awaiting instructions.”
This was what Chas wanted to hear. The bastard’s home, she thought. Good. She was in position and had moved in from opposite of Mike’s position. She hadn’t seen him, and he hadn’t heard her. Chas wasn’t rusty … she was intensely capable, focused and had participated in some truly hairy-assed operations all over Europe. She hadn’t lost her edge and wasn’t about to tonight. Stealth was good … especially in establishing her position, but she knew from previous ops, a distraction would be key.
Chas looked quickly through the backdoor window and saw the alarm pad on the wall. It was a solid green. Not set … even better, she thought. She slowly turned the door handle … the door knob wasn’t locked. Looking at the gap in the door frame, she could tell the deadbolt wasn’t locked either. This guy is an idiot, she thought.
Chas tapped her earpiece. “In position,” she said. “On my mark … 5,4,3,2,1, go,” Chas said cooly.
Sherlock knew the plan and executed it quickly, hopping over the side porch railing, careful to stay out of view of a half-drawn window. She made it to the front door, knocked loudly two times, rang the doorbell, then quickly retreating to the side of the house. Shielded from view, Sherlock tapped her earpiece to let Chas know when Doug Reed was opening the front door, so that she could enter the backdoor at approximately the same time. 
“Now,” Sherlock whispered into her earpiece, as Reed opened the door. Chas slipped in at the same time, through the back, then quickly moved into a bathroom off of the kitchen.
Doug Reed did exactly what Chas thought a male law enforcement officer would do, grab his gun and get up to check the door. More importantly, she assumed he’d be keyed up and would check the perimeter of the house … which is exactly what he did.
As soon as the front door opened and Sherlock saw Reed emerge gun in hand - intent on doing a quick walk-about the premises - she slid down the side of the house and entered the house through the backdoor where Chas had entered. 
Chas had already moved and taken another position within the house. When she had heard Reed step out on the porch, she wasted no time. She made her way silently to the darkened dining room, off the foyer, near the front door. She put her back against the wall and waited calmly. 
Sherlock had moved into a darkened bathroom upon entering the house. Sweat began to bead on her forehead as she clinched her Glock. Damn, I can’t believe I’m doing this shit, she thought.
Reed walked out front on the porch, gun in hand and surveyed the neighborhood. Nothing looked out of place. A kid, playing a prank and having a little fun? He thought. Maybe, but after his botched adventure that night, he wasn’t taking any chances, and decided a quick walk around his house was in order. When he came to the west side of his property, he veered off toward the tree line and the thick underbrush. Something didn’t feel right and he wanted to check it out. I should have cleaned this shit out, he thought. He walked within five feet of Mike, who was still laying prone, covered with branches from a fallen tree, holding his cocked and loaded pistol, prepared to end Doug Reed’s shitty life if he moved any closer.
Reed shook his head upon finding nothing of interest and walked warily back to the front porch. He stood for a beat, then entered his house, locked the door and pulled the shades down in the living room, directly across the foyer from the dining area where Chas waited. 
Reed had just finished pulling the shade shut when he felt the muzzle of a gun in the small of his neck and heard a voice whisper, “Put the gun down, Doug. Now,” Chastity said with a cold, quiet, ferocity.

Chapter 55
I Am The Woman!
Atlanta
Luke and Bosco walked in to Doug Reed’s house through the back door and found Doug Reed sitting on a leather recliner, hands on his thighs, like a school boy in the principals office. Sherlock was standing ten feet in front of Reed, gun pointing at him. Chas was positioned behind Reed, near a bookcase, her firearm was at the ready.
“Damn. Looks like you ladies have been busy,” Luke said casually.
Bosco immediately growled, the hair on his back bristling as he smelled Doug Reed. Luke could sense he was about to charge the man and finish ripping his neck out, but Luke quickly connected and told him to stand down. Bosco obeyed, but sat on his haunches and bared his teeth at Reed. 
Fear registered upon Reed’s face. He’d been fairly calm and collected until then, even with Chas and Sherlock’s guns pointed at him. But seeing the dog unnerved him. Luke could sense it even without being connected to Bosco.
Luke did what Luke did best … stare at Reed for an uncomfortable period of time. Luke’s intense gaze shifted from sympathetic, to that of a butcher, deciding the best way to break down a pork shoulder.
Reed couldn’t take it and spoke first, “I’m state law enforcement. Whatever you’re doing here … you’re making a big mistake. A very big mistake,” he said, trying to summon as much bravado as he could.
Luke sat down on the striped pastel sofa that was anchored in front of Reed’s recliner. The sofa’s aesthetics no longer matched the room and and its whimsical colors fell short in lifting the mood of the room. Bosco got up and sat next to Luke, emitting a low menacing growl as he repositioned himself, never taking his eyes off Reed.
Luke raised his eyebrows dismissively at Reed’s diatribe, then spoke. “Are you done?” He asked. He stared at Reed a long moment more, then continued. “We know who you are,” Luke said. “How are the bite marks, by the way?” He asked, casually pointing toward Reed’s arm and neck.
“Wha … what do you want?” Reed stammered.
“Other than world peace?” Luke asked, “Or a good street taco with just the right amount of heat and Napa cabbage instead of the shitty regular cabbage some joints put on them?” He paused, then answered his own question, quickly dismissing his thoughts on how tacos should be prepared. “Doug, what I … or rather we want, is the truth. Simple, right?” Luke smiled.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about …” Reed attempted to protest, but Luke shut him down.
“Ok, that’s not true Doug … you don’t mind if I call you Doug, do you?” Luke asked, as if not wanting to be perceived as impolite. “Doug, I know you swatted a Bug tonight. I know you almost killed my friend. And I know those little ‘love bites’ you’re sporting are gifts from my dog,” Luke said, then added, “His name is Bosco, by the way. I love this guy, but I’m getting the sense he’s not your biggest fan right now,” Luke said.
Reed just stared at Luke blankly, unsure if he was crazy or just ADD.
“Sorry,” Luke said, “The whole truth thing we were discussing. I just want to know why. Why you killed the Bug-man? Let’s start with that,” he then sat back and waited.
Reed made a quick calculation in his head. Give him something … anything, then figure out a way to get the gun from the bookcase, he thought. He started slowly. “Ladarius Johnson killed a man during a drug deal … I have it on video. I was there tonight to arrest him, but I saw him reach for a gun and had to defend myself. I was attacked by your dog and had to flee the scene. That’s what happened,” he said.
Luke connected to Bosco, inspiring the dog to emit a thunderous growl and stand quickly, as if ready to rip the shit out of Reed.
“Damn, that sucks,” Luke said, shaking his head. “Doug, I thought we were in a cone of honesty here. But, apparently you either have trust issues or have a ‘lying-fuck’ affliction that is distorting your reality and your better judgment.” 
Sherlock had been listening to Luke’s show and flashed Chastity a what-the-fuck look. Chas just returned her concerned look with a smile. It was obvious she was enjoying her lovers work. Sexy as fuck, Chastity thought.
Luke continued, “Doug, see this fine mongrelized specimen of a dog? Well, he has a pretty interesting gift,” Luke reached down and patted Bosco. “The gift I’m referring to is his ability to literally sniff out a lie … well, that and the gift of chewing the shit out of people.” 
Reed looked completely gobsmacked. He had no clue what Luke was talking about, but seeing Bosco snap to attention, scared the shit out of him. He quickly blurted out, “I had too. He was a threat,” Reed pleaded.
Bosco quickly offered a low growl, and gave Luke a quick glance as if to say “Yeah, the fat bastard’s telling the truth.” 
Luke spoke, “Ok, Doug. Now we’re getting somewhere. That was the dog-verified truth. So why don’t you tell me why Bug-man was a threat.”
Reed sat silently for another beat, “I was told to do it … to clean up,” he pleaded, not exactly the whole truth, but the truth nonetheless. 
“By who … and don’t forget the ‘why,’” Luke replied.
Reed looked as if he was having an immense internal struggle, but finally spoke. “JP Preston … he has something on me.”
Sherlock sensed what the man named “Preston,” may have had over Reed, and quickly butted in, “What did he have on you? The fact that you’re a child rapist? That you abuse children? Is that what he had?” she asked, gripping her gun tightly.
Luke initially didn’t appreciate Sherlock’s interruption, but quickly reserved judgment, curious as to how Reed would respond. If he admits it, I may just let Bosco off the chain on general principle, he thought.
Reed stared at the ceiling, then absently at the picture frame that hid his usb sticks … his collection of ‘greatest hits’ videos of him and his child victims. Luke noticed the shift and began to process it, when Reed finally spoke. “You’re the one … right?” He asked, looking at Sherlock.
“The one, what?” Sherlock pressed.
“The ex-lawyer … the one that’s been looking into things,” Reed said.
“If you mean I specialize in helping abused children … by making their rapists account for their actions, then bringing them to justice? Then yes, you’re goddamned right. I am the fucking woman!” she said sharply, curse words flowing naturally now.
Reed shook his head, in disgust. Luke could tell that he was pissed at having to sit and listen to the accusations of a woman … a woman of color at that. Luke could also sense that the seams in Doug Reed’s flabby skin-suit were about to burst.
Sherlock quickly pivoted. “Is that why you tried to set me up? Creating an account in the Caymans that looked like mine … then funneled church money into it so I’d look guilty? To take the heat off yourself? The IP address of the person who did it is yours, you asshole. Yeah, we figured that out!”She shouted.
Reed quickly snapped out of his thoughts. This was something new. My IP address? What the hell? He thought. “No … that wasn’t me,” he said. “I had nothing to do with that,” pleading, looking at Luke and Bosco. “I swear, that was JP.” 
Luke sensed that Reed wasn’t lying about the Cayman account and stepped in, “So the money transfers … setting up Sherlock and draining the church bank accounts, was JP Preston?” he asked.
“Yes, it was JP,” Reed said with complete defeat.
“Who killed reverend White … and his wife,” Luke asked, “This Preston guy?” his throat tight.
Reed looked confused and clammed up long enough for Bosco to force a connection with Luke. Through Bosco’s keen sense of hearing, Luke heard the unmistakeable high-pitched sound of electronics. As he was trying to place the sound, Bosco shot him another thought, a picture of the electronic devices Luke had tasked him to find at the Greenleaf cannabis facility. 
Luke quickly put up his hand, looked at Sherlock at Chas, then put a finger to his lips. He sent a picture to Bosco to find the devices, then followed the dog to three different areas of Reed’s house … a spot in the den where they were sitting, one in the living room and an area in the bedroom. Luke returned with three small listening devices and showed them to Chas, who immediately raised an eyebrow. He took the devices to the kitchen area, found a small meat tenderizing hammer in Reed’s drawer and proceeded to beat the shit out of the small eavesdropping devices.
 
Mike had been still, listening to every word in the house. As a former Navy Seal, nothing much surprised him, however, as he sat in the underbrush listening to Doug Reed being interrogated by what sounded like a side show psychopath and his dog, his mouth dropped and hung open. When JP’s name came up, he knew that was a problem.
Make a move … eliminate Reed and his party guests? Mike let the thought hang in the cool night air. Something about it didn’t seem right. He’d heard the woman called Sherlock and the man speak. He thought there was another woman in the house, but she’d only spoken briefly, and softly … barely audible on his comms. Mike was a lot of things, operationally intelligent and occasionally the messenger of bad news in the form of a bullet, but he wasn’t misogynistic. He knew female operatives could be far more lethal than their male counterparts. He knew a woman who fit that exact description … one he’d personally helped train, and seen her in action. A set of skills far surpassing any human … male or female. A veritable hand of God. The last thing he would do would be to underestimate the unknown woman in Reed’s house. She’d already slipped by him undetected, and quickly subdued a law enforcement agent … silently and effectively. She also showed restraint, not speaking and using hand gestures, he surmised. She’s trained. She’s definitely trained. 
Through his comms he heard rustling sounds rip through his earpiece, and a kitchen drawer opening and the sound of silverware being moved. Within seconds, he heard a whacking sound and the listening devices go dead. He’d been on hundreds of missions and knew that sound by heart … he knew that the listening devices had been found.
My work is done here, he thought, knowing that it would be likely that whoever was in the house would start looking for him. As quietly as he could, he extricated himself from his hiding place and hustled back to his car.
 
Luke returned to his seat in front of Reed with a shit eating grin. “Dude, it looks like a lot of people have an interest in you. Listening devices all up in your house? Wow, you must be important,” Luke said sarcastically.
If Reed was confused before, Luke could tell that he was now working his way up to pissed off. Not necessarily because of his intruders, but because of the listening devices.
“Ok,” Luke continued, “Who killed the Whites?”
It looked as if Reed was about to answer Luke’s question, when suddenly Bosco shot toward the window and started barking. Luke was still connected to Bosco and heard what his dog heard too … the undeniable sound of rustling in the foliage outside. Connected to Bosco, Luke knew what Bosco instinctively knew … that it was a human who’d made the noise. Luke got up to take a look as well.
Reed shuttered initially at Bosco’s movements and his sudden barking, but ‘fright’ quickly morphed to ‘fight’ knowing that he was now the most dangerous type of human alive … a man completely at the end of his rope, who gave no fucks and didn’t care if he lived or died. If it’s my fucking time, then I’m taking a few of them with me! He thought.
In the confusion, he quickly slid off the side of his chair, instinctively knowing that the woman behind him represented the biggest threat. He had a distinct size advantage over her, and though she had a weapon, she’d dropped her guard and had made the mistake of looking at the dog. 
This time, the distraction worked in his favor. It took a beat before Chas realized Reed was out of his chair. As soon as she did, she began to arc her gun back in his direction, but Reed quickly shot out his leg, kicking her in the side of the calf. The strike hit Chas with such ferocity that she went down in a heap, like an MMA fighter who had their legs swept from under them. 
Reed quickly jumped on top of her, delivering a quick but efficient blow to the side of her head. She was dazed, but held onto the gun as Reed clawed at the firearm. Chas undulated and arched her back quickly, her left hand in his face, fingers probing for his eye sockets in an attempt to throw the large man off of her her.
Sherlock was temporarily taken aback by Bosco’s sudden ferocity and his flight toward the window, curiously watching the dog and Luke for some sort of explanation. Within seconds of being distracted, she heard the scuffle of feet and the thud of someone hitting the ground. She desperately swung her gun back toward where Reed had been sitting, and saw him on top of Chas, desperately trying to rip the Glock from her hand. She quickly lowered her aim, putting Doug Reeds balding, sweating head into her sights. As her finger began to tighten around the trigger, she pulled up, quickly raising her arm up as Luke and Bosco jumped on Reed. 
Luke delivered several harsh blows to the side of his head and Bosco chomped at his arm. Reed was overweight, but still powerfully built. His thick arm lashed sideways and back, his elbow striking Luke in the chin, sending him toppling and off of Reed. Luke’s leg hit Bosco, sending the dog sliding across the hardwood flooring. 
Chasity wasted no time. With Reed’s momentum moving sideways to hit Luke, she helped him along, using the large man’s own inertia to roll him on his side. With Luke off of Reed’s back, she deftly pushed the disoriented man off of her, then slid behind him, pulling him on top of her and quickly ensnaring him in a headlock … her gun still in her hand. 
Chas had moved so fast, that Reed had no time to respond, his thinking muddled as he felt sudden pressure around his neck, couldn’t swallow and couldn’t breathe. Reed desperately threw his arms back in an attempt to ‘elbow’ Chas, but his arms were too long and Chas was glued to his back, her arms wrapped like a boa constrictor around his neck. In his peripheral vision he saw Chastity’s gun and instinctively attempted to grab it. Luke had just pulled himself up from the floor when the roar of a gunshot exploded within the small confines of the living room, blood spraying everywhere. He flinched reflexively and then opened his eyes. To his horror he saw Reed and Chas, covered in blood … neither moving.

Chapter 56
40mm Bullet
Atlanta
Luke bolted toward Chasity and shoved Reed off of her. He ripped off his shirt and quickly began dabbing the blood off of her face in search of the wound … tearing through the immense file cabinet in his mind, recalling the medical and surgical information that Quan had Accelerated into his head. He had to keep her alive … if it wasn’t too late!
An arm came out of nowhere and brushed his hand aside. “Stop it already,” Luke heard Chastity say.
“Holy fucking shit! You’re ok? He shouted.
Chastity shook her head and quickly sat up, “Yeah, I’m good,” she said, then grabbed Luke’s face and kissed him.
After their quick embrace, Sherlock was next in line. “Damn, girl,” she said. “You have some serious skill!” She pulled Chas up from the floor and hugged her.
Luke put his blood stained shirt back on and gave Reed the once over. He was dead alright, courtesy of a 40mm bullet to the temple. He silently said a prayer over him, Good riddance you piece of shit. 
Luke turned to Sherlock, “Can you call Amin? Tell him to get in here and bring his bag,” Luke said, then turned to examine the scene, piecing together what needed to be done.
Amin entered through the back door as everyone else had and stopped cold upon entering the den. “Fuck,” was all he could manage to get out of his mouth, then snapped out of it. “Everybody OK … other than him?” He asked, pointing to Reed.
“Yeah … got a little crazy for a minute, but everyone’s good,” Chas said. “Luke’s right though, we need to police the area and do clean up,” she said, then looked at Luke. “You look like you have an idea. Share,” she said.
Luke was staring off in space momentarily, trying to make sense of what had transpired. It felt as if he had a shard of glass in his brain and he was close to picking it out. What the fuck was it? he asked himself. Reed had made a slight, unconscious series of micro facial movements. It was a ‘tell’ and Luke had seen it a thousand times playing poker. As if in a trance, he walked over to Reed’s recliner and sat down, then replayed his conversation with Reed in detail, leaving nothing out.
“Luke,” Chas said, as if to wake him up. “What’s going on?”
Luke said nothing, just held up his hand as if to give him a minute. Then it hit him, as he stared at the picture frame on the opposite side table. It was a picture of Reed and his family. When Sherlock had accused Reed of being a child rapist, Reed had glanced at the picture. Luke got up and studied the frame, examining it closely, observing that it was unusually thick, and that the thin metal tabs on the back that held the picture in place were suffering metal fatigue … that one was broken off. 
Everyone was silent. All eyes were on Luke as they tried to understand what he was doing and partly out of morbid curiosity. 
“Hello,” was all Luke said, as he lifted out five usb drives from the foam backing inside the frame.
“What the hell are those?” Amin asked.
“No clue … yet,” Luke said, pocketing the drives and replacing the back of the frame. He quickly looked at Amin. “You have your laptop?”
Amin nodded, “In the bag,” he said, then followed up. “What did he say? Did you get anything out of him?” Amin asked.
Luke quickly recalled the conversation again. “A little but not enough,” he said. “We have another name, but we didn’t get to your parents … the asshole got stupid and tried to go after Chas. As you can see, it didn’t work out for him,” Luke said, shaking his head.
“Damn,” Amin said, then quickly pivoted to the task at hand. “Whattaya need me to do.”
“We need to find his computer,” Luke said, then pointed to Amin’s bag. “You still keep an extra shirt in there?” He asked, then pointed to his own shirt will Reed’s blood on it. Amin nodded, then tossed Luke a t-shirt from his bag.
“Got it,” Chas said, returning to the den with a notebook computer … as if she’d been reading Luke’s mind. “Was in his briefcase, by the bookstand.”
“Great,” Luke said, admiring her cool, relaxed, competence, then turned toward Amin. “We can’t take it with us … that would be too obvious. Can you install your app … the hidden one that can upload file copies? We need to see what’s on this thing,” he said pointing to Reed’s laptop.
Sherlock had been watching Luke, Chas and Amin snap to attention and didn’t quite know what to do with herself. “What can I do?” Sherlock asked. “Chas said that it looked like you had a plan before you spaced out,” she said.
Luke looked down at Reed, then back at the room. “If we do it right, I think this will pass the twenty four hour sniff test … will buy us some time,” he said under his breath. He spoke up quickly, “We need to put everything back the way we found it, but leave that fat, dead, fuck where he is. If we clean up and add a bit of artistry, it’ll look like Doug Reed committed suicide. At least initially,” he said.
Chas and Sherlock snapped into action, while Luke examined the body and quickly created a scenario in his mind that could accommodate body position as well as entry and exit wound. He recalled the immense database of forensic science stuffed in his mind, and began to mentally make the appropriate calculations in his head. He moved Reed’s body slightly, then jumped up, went into the kitchen and rummaged around under Reed’s sink. He came back with a feather duster and quickly sopped up some of the blood on the floor with it, then deftly slung the feather duster at the area where Chas had been, creating a spatter pattern consistent with suicide.
“I’ve got it,” Amin said. 
“You got past the password?” Sherlock asked in amazement.
“Yeah … I just saw the wear marks on the most used keys, then ran it through a predictive algorithm for likely passwords. Only took a couple of minutes,” he said. He quickly turned to Luke who was finishing up his Jackson Pollock artwork. “The software’s loaded. After the files have finished uploading, my app will disappear,” he said.
“Perfect,” Luke said, then looked around for a final time. “Chas, is your pistol clean? Any trail back to you?” He asked.
“No. No serial numbers or anything that would lead back to me. We can leave it here, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said. 
Luke nodded. 
Chas wiped the Glock down, wrapped Reed’s hand around the pistol, then placed it near Reed’s outstretched hand, in a manner consistent with a suicide. 
Luke and Chas weren’t worried about gunshot residue. Reed had his hand on the pistol when he was shot. It would support the narrative they were creating and would most likely hold up. Cops hate unsolved murders, even with the most dedicated and smart forensic tech screaming about inconsistencies, the police would most likely let it go and stick with suicide. It would be too easy not to. 
“Let’s get out of here,” Luke said, looking at the time. They’d moved quickly. Only fifteen minutes had transpired since the fatal gunshot.
Sherlock cleared her throat and grabbed the picture of Reed’s family, then dropped it near the dead man … as if he’d been looking at the picture before ending his life. “There. More realistic,” She said.
The rest of the crew nodded appreciatively at Sherlock’s finishing touch, and made their way to the back door, after turning off Reed’s lights. Luke paused and turned back as he took one more look at Reed’s body, his outline barely visible in the low light. Again he said another prayer for the dead that sounded a lot like “Fuck you, motherfucker.”
 
 
Day 7
Thursday

Chapter 57
A Kompromat Guy
Las Vegas
Beth woke up at 7:00 a.m. and rolled over to find Jack still breathing heavy and asleep, most likely tired from the previous nights sexual acrobatics and his early morning epiphany about JP Preston. She didn’t worry about waking him up since stealth was her normal modus operandi. She made her way down to the kitchen and turned on the coffee machine and inserted a fresh pod when the light glowed blue. 
She took her coffee and stood in the massive kitchen and den area. Since returning to the house, she’d had a singular focus … finding the bastards that fucked with her and her family. In her bones, she felt like she and Jack had made progress, but the pieces weren’t quite fitting together … yet. She realized that since she’d been back, she’d confined her activities to the kitchen, den, bedroom and Jack’s office. As if to refresh her memory of her time with Jack, she walked the house, taking in all of the small features that she’d taken for granted when she had pretended to be his girlfriend. 
Her ‘what if’ revelry came to an abrupt end when she stood in the living room, staring at the foyer where she’d shot Sarina Green. She could still see Sarina’s expression turn from one of curiosity - trying to understand why Beth had sent Jack Gomes’ technical documents - to that of bewilderment as Beth’s bullet tore through her chest. Beth never felt regret about putting anyone down, but now some form of new emotion washed over her as the slight smell of bleach made its way to her nose. I had to do it … I couldn’t let her tell anyone I had helped Jack. She mulled over the thought. Or, was it because he was beginning to fall for her. Was I jealous? She snapped out of that thought and attempted to push Sarina Green out of her mind, turning and walking back to the den, literally putting the foyer behind her.
She sat back on the large den sofa and put her feet up on the ottoman, sipping her coffee and trying to clear her head. Stillness was her nemesis. Like a shark that had to continually swim to stay alive, forward motion was how she lived and survived the traumas inflicted upon her, and the traumas she’d inflicted on others. Breathe goddammit, she commanded herself, recalling the breathing exercises her therapist had her perform during every session. She counted her breaths, inhaling for four seconds, holding her breath for two seconds, then exhaling for eight seconds, constricting the flow of air to double the exhalation time. After ten rounds, she felt her body relax and her mind quiet down. She hadn’t practiced meditation before. She actually hated all of that new age shit. But for her, sitting in her lover’s house - the house where she’d play acted for almost a year, then shot a lover and coworker - meditation didn’t seem to sound nearly as fucked up. She’d changed in the last three months and couldn’t explain it. Anything to calm her mind and quell the demons was something that she’d try, even if it sounded far fetched. Hell, my whole fucking life if pretty far fetched, she thought, closing her eyes. What the fuck? She thought, attempting to focus on the blackness and let her thoughts slip by without attachment.
Ten minutes later she stirred. She didn’t know if she’d meditated or not, but there was a noticeable release of tension in her body and her mind felt clear. She realized that sitting still, breathing and relaxing, had completely negated any of the coffee’s effects and got up to make another cup. A thought formed in her mind … actually a couple of questions. Who killed Dragin and why did Dedic think I was there for him?
She realized that she’d been so focused on attempting to connect the dots and find those involved with sending the Scorpion asshole to kidnap her, and those who’d had a hand in her families demise, that she was missing something. Something big. Draper had the file … but couldn’t piece it all together. He’d gone as far as he could. Why then were two people taken off the board if their whereabouts and new identities were somehow unknown? She thought.
Coincidences were just ways for lazy people to explain away events that they didn’t want to address or dig into, but blissful ignorance wasn’t part of her repertoire. She was forged from Draper’s mold and knew that true coincidences rarely occur. She cocked her head as if listening to some far off voice, trying to make out the words, then sipped her coffee and and sat back in the sofa. What precipitated all of it? Sending the asshole to spy on me, then rape me?” she thought. But is that what started it all? “No,” she now whispered her thoughts out loud, as if hearing them might somehow validate her thinking. “It was the documents … the documents that Draper gave me. That’s what started it all,” she whispered. 
The realization hit her like a brick to the head, Draper may not have known who or where Dragin and Dedic were, but obviously someone else did. Most likely someone in the Organization. Dedic practically said as much. But who … and why?
She thought about Jack. He hadn’t let her down and his Accelerated mind had put pieces together that no one else could have. She knew that without his help, she’d still be stuck looking at random pictures, files written in Cyrillic, completely unaware of the missing pages that Jack had somehow found during his torture session. She realized she would have never had the chance to even question the coincidental death of Dragin or found Dedic without Jack. Dragin and Dedic would have quietly been ‘disappeared’ and she’d have never known it … would have never come to the ever growing conclusion that someone in the Organization knew more. A lot more.
Jack made his way down stairs, sounding more like a herd of elephants than a single human. He wiped the sleep out of his eyes after reaching the bottom of stairway landing and smiled when he saw Beth on the couch. He walked over, bent down and gave her a kiss. She returned it instinctively. 
“I smell coffee,” he said with a wink. “My caffeine level is dangerously low,” he muttered, walking into the kitchen and grabbing a coffee pod. “Need more?” He asked.
“I’m good,” she replied.
Jack stood by the machine, waiting for the dark sludge to finish brewing and staring at his ex lover - now current - lover who was lost in thought. He had the fleeting wish that he could read Beth’s thoughts like he could Luke’s, then quickly dismissed it. Understanding now how complex she was, who she was, and what she was, he realized that catching a glimpse of her inner workings would make Accelerating feel like a spa day. 
He grabbed his coffee and sat on the sofa. “Whattaya got?” He asked, sensing that she was working something out in her head.
“Nothing,” she said, a little too quickly. Jack raised his eyebrows as he took a sip of coffee, apparently not buying it. She paused and wrinkled her brow, “It, ughh … well it’s in that vault labeled ‘shit I can’t talk about,’” she said slowly.
“Hmm,” was all Jack said.
Beth sat for a beat, but this time mentally considering her self imposed rules about discussing the Organization. Shit, he’s helped me get this far … knows more than he should already. Why the fuck not? Maybe he can help me make sense of this, she thought.
“OK, I’m about to break my rule … I think,” she said pensively. “That is, if you want to hear what I’ve been chewing on.”
Jack damn near echoed every thought she’d just had, “Hell, I know more than I ought to by now … especially after Paris and looking at those files,” he said. “Adding a little context may help us. That is if you won’t have to kill me after telling me. That would suck … I’m still not fully caffeinated,” he said with a grin.
She quickly outlined her epiphany … the coincidental death of Dragin and Dedic’s assumption that she was there for him. “How can that be, if my boss - who I’m pissed at, but trust with my life - was at a dead end and didn’t know who they were?”
Jack leaned back and stared at the ceiling, then took a long sip of coffee. “Hmm, I missed that too. It can’t be,” he said, then paused a beat, “JP Preston. Would he know?” Jack asked.
Beth blew out an audible breath. She did the calculus in her head as to how much to tell, then said fuck it. “I don’t know if he will or not, but it makes sense,” she said.
“How?” Jack asked.
“I, ughh … well, I know JP. He’s an Organization member,” she said, slowly.
Jack looked at her with a slight wariness. “Where you planning on telling me that or just going to keep it to yourself?” He asked.
“I’m telling you know,” she said, slightly annoyed.
“Whoa,” he said, pulling back a bit. “I didn’t ask because I feel like I’m in the dark or that you don’t trust me. My base assumption is that you know more than you tell me … compartmentalization of your ‘work’ and all,” Jack said. “I’m not annoyed, just a bit surprised by that … that’s all.”
Beth sat back. “That’s reasonable,” she said, relaxing a bit. “Here’s the deal. I know JP … he’s a fixer of sorts. Not in a violent way, but from a planning and execution perspective. He’s tied in tight politically and is one of the few people that can find dirt to use as leverage on others. He’s a ‘Kompromat’ guy. Hearing his name, and now saying it all out loud, is starting to make sense. He may very well may know a lot more than he shared with my boss. I damn sure wouldn’t put it past him,” she said, annoyed at the thought.
“So,” Jack said slowly. “Am I right to assume that Atlanta may be in our future travel plans?” He asked.
She cocked an eyebrow, then nodded ‘yes’ slowly.
“Still have access to that bitchin’ ride of yours?” He asked, referencing the jet they used to fly to Paris.
“Yeah, the plane … sure,” she said, then reached over to stroke his thigh, “But you’re wrong about that. You my dear … you’re my bitchin’ ride,” she said with a sly grin.

Chapter 58
Help From The Gnome
Atlanta
The entire Doug Reed crime scene crew made it back to Sherlock’s home office by 5:30 a.m. Adrenaline was wearing off and all of them had the post rush twitches and the energy of a tranquilized mattress. Sherlock went to her kitchen and put a pot of coffee on, while the others lay splayed on the couch and living room floor. When she came back with the coffee, it was apparent that the black sludge wouldn’t make a dent.
“I don’t have any methamphetamine,” she said through a yawn, looking at the slumping figures.
Luke shook his head and got up from the floor, where he’d been lying with Bosco and stroking his head between nodding off. “OK, I’m gassed,” he said. “Running on fucking fumes right now.” He looked at Amin and Quan on the sofa. Amin was a complete head-on-a-stick and Quan had a little drool forming in the corner of his mouth. “We’re not going to be good for shit in our current condition. Why don’t we get some rest and reconvene around 2 p.m. this afternoon. That work?” he asked.
“Hell yeah,” Chas said, snapping out of her trance.
“Cool with you Sherlock?” Luke asked.
“Am I cool with sleep? That’s a stupid question,” she said with a sarcastic grin.
Chas and Luke got up and Luke sent Bosco a mental message to come with them. “See you at two,” Luke said, then piled into the rental car and headed toward the hotel for some serious sleep.
 
Luke woke up at 1:30 p.m. to the sound of the alarm. He reached out and slapped at it, causing it to hit the floor, still blaring.
“Where’s my fucking gun?” Chas asked, after pulling her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “I’m gonna shoot something.” 
“You say the sexiest shit, dear,” Luke muttered trying to peel his eyes open and find the source of the intolerable noise. He got up and turned the alarm off, making his way to the shower without stopping. As if on autopilot, he turned on the water and stepped in before the water turned warm, letting the cold water hit his skin and shock his system. After ten minutes, he regained a semblance of consciousness and replayed the events of his previous early morning adventures in his head. Fuck, that’s some shit, he thought. Jack would’ve appreciated it though. He realized he hadn’t spoken with or connected with his brother in days. It wasn’t that unusual in itself, but after all that had happened, he’d forgotten to check in. He tried to connect, but nothing. Hmm, fucker put me to to perpetual voice-mail, he thought. He wasn’t pissed or worried. Jack was taking a break … a needed break. Luke knew he had work to do anyway, and catching Jack up on everything that had happened in such a short time period would take too long. I’ll catch him up at the funeral, he thought, then the gravity of what had transpired over the last few days hit him. Fuck … the funeral, he thought, then quickly pivoted to the long path of acceptance that Amin would have to deal with after all of the cloak and dagger shit was over. God, it’s gonna be tough on him.
“You almost done in there?” Chas yelled from the bed.
Luke snapped out of his thoughts and quickly dried off. “All yours,” he said, walking back to the bedroom in a towel. 
“You’re so sexy,” she said, in a sleepy voice, watching him cross the room.
He knelt down to kiss her, then felt her form under the sheets. “Oh no. None of that shit right now,” she said, half smiling but serious. “That’s not happening. We’ve got stuff to do,” she said.
“Just checking,” he said with a grin. “Just want to make sure you’re properly serviced and your sexual needs are met.”
“Consider your work done. For now at least,” she said smiling, then pushed him back and staggered into the shower. “If you want to grab us some food, I wouldn’t be pissed,” she said over her shoulder.
 
Chas and Luke split a chicken caesar wrap and downed it in the car, pulling up to Sherlock’s shortly after 2:00 p.m. Bosco had chomped on a chicken breast that Luke had bought and was feeling pretty good about himself, hanging his head out of the back window on the ride over.
Amin, Quan and Sherlock were at her desk, or rather her dining table, sucking down coffee and trying to knock the cobwebs out. 
“You guys look like shit,” Luke said with a grin.
Amin and Sherlock shot Luke the bird with their free hand, while Quan looked down at his wrinkled clothing and tried to smooth it out.
After fifteen minutes of relative silence, broken only by the sounds of slurping coffee, they were awake and at it, replaying the events of their Doug Reed interaction.
“So, do you have the memory sticks?” Sherlock asked Luke.
Luke pulled them out and watched, along with the entire entourage, as Sherlock put the stick labeled “1” into her computer. When she clicked the new device in the finder window of her Mac, she saw at least ten video files. She clicked the first one.
The video played for a few minutes, then Amin shouted “Fuck!” Turning away from the screen quickly, as did everyone else, upon seeing Doug Reed having sex with an underage boy.
“That sick mother fucker,” Chas said through gritted teeth.
Luke shook his head with disdain, “He should have suffered,” he said, thinking of Reed’s quick exit.
Sherlock stopped the video and blew out a deep focused breath, quickly thinking of the young victims, all likely on the memory sticks … their rape and abuse recorded for posterity … for a sick fuck to play back his ‘greatest hits’ and relive his disgusting fantasies. She ached at the thought of the other children whose shattered innocence was no doubt laid bare in the collection of videos on Reed’s memory sticks.
The others walked away, sickened from what they saw and sat down in the living room, trying to process Reed’s depth of depravity, none regretting his violent end.
“I need to know how many children,” Sherlock said, her words locked in her throat. “I understand if you need to leave or if you can’t watch. It’s fucking tragic,” she said, then broke down, sobbing in front of her computer.
Amin got up instinctively, walked over and bent down, giving Sherlock a fortifying hug, resting his head on hers. “I know,” he said, “I know.”
Luke had been in his own world. His mind on next steps … on making it right for the victims and letting the world know what Doug Reed really was. He blew out a deep focused breath. “Amin. Can you see if Reeds files from his computer have finished uploading?” He asked.
Amin remembered leaving Reed’s laptop powered up at the crime scene, then looked up at Luke and nodded. He let go of Sherlock, grabbed his computer and powered it on. “Yeah, his files are uploaded. It’s done,” he said.
“Check out the data … see if the files on the memory fobs were on his computer,” Luke said, with disdain.
It took Amin ten minutes to log on to Reed’s and to search through the uploaded video files. None matched the file names on the memory sticks, but it didn’t mean that Reed hadn’t renamed them. 
“Nope,” Amin finally said. “Nothing but family videos and crime scene stuff.”
“That makes sense,” Chas said. “He wouldn’t want them to be found that easily.”
Luke nodded, deep in thought. After a long pause he asked Amin, “Can you load the memory stick contents on to Reed’s computer … from here?”
Amin looked up staring at nothing for the moment, then nodded his head as if still working out the details. “Yeah, I think I can. May need a bit of help from the gnome,” he said, pointing at Quan, then turned serious. “But yeah … I think it’s doable.”
Luke looked at Sherlock, “Would that help?” He asked.
Sherlock thought about what Luke and Amin were talking about, then went into lawyer mode in her head. The memory sticks now in their possession were obtained through a break-in and the commission of a murder. It didn’t matter that Reed was killed accidentally, what mattered was how the information was obtained. Justice for the victims could be strung out for years. But if the information was found on Reed’s computer, she knew that with the help of the Child Rescue Coalition and the team of police that they’d trained, someone would find it and the horror of what Doug Reed had done, would be exposed. Not only would they find it, but they could potentially use that data to find others. Child rapists and abusers, she’d come to realize, weren’t solitary creatures. They ran in packs and shared information … shared conquests. She had no doubt that what Luke was saying not only made sense, but could help put other asshole child torturers in jail cells … where they belonged.
Sherlock snapped out of her thoughts. “Yes … it would help. Do it if you can,” she said, looking at Amin, tears still pooled around the corners of her eyes.
Within an hour, Amin and Quan had uploaded the rape scene videos back on to Reed’s computer, then eliminated any trace of the program they had used. 
“It’s done,” Amin said, breathing out heavily.
“Good,” Luke said. “Now, for JP Preston. We need to find him and have a chat,” he said, suppressing his anger.

Chapter 59
The Camera Never Lies
Atlanta
Mike made it back to his hotel and planned to crash hard, but only after a few stiff drinks and a shower. His surveillance of Doug Reed, at the behest of JP, had elicited more questions than answers. Specifically, who were the Reed’s interrogators? Who had Reed supposedly killed and why the fuck would Reed implicate JP? The last question really wasn’t a question. Reed was working for JP, but Mike assumed not out of anything that resembled loyalty. No, Reed’s only motivation was to keep his job and avoid jail time as a child abuser. JP had Reed jammed up, but apparently so did Reed’s visitors. 
Mike sat in the uncomfortable hotel chair, looking at the ice in his bourbon, replaying the audio from Reed’s home in his head. Whoever the carnival barker and his dog where, they were good. Good? Is that the right word? Or fucking strange and unusually effective? he thought, parsing his own inner dialogue to try to make sense of it. Normally, he’d have gone in and taken care of business. He’d have killed Reed and whoever else was in the house. He’d done shit like that before, and fear never registered or held him back. ‘Get it done and keep your cool,’ was his mantra. But something hadn’t felt right. Beside the fact that it would have been spur of the moment - and that wasn’t his mission - he didn’t have any intelligence on the others in the house. One of the women … and he only assumed she was a woman by her faint three words, was different. Likely trained and most likely hyper vigilant at the time, she’d most likely have been a problem. People like that, need to be taken care of when their guard is down, not when they’re amped and ready. He decided it was too early to call Chuck. He’d grab some sleep and call him first thing.
He woke at 12:00 p.m. to the sound of a slight chime emanating from his computer … the sound of a secure email. He’d overslept by a couple hours. He got up and walked groggily to the computer and sat in the chair, his bare legs sticking to the vinyl upholstery. His eyebrows lifted when he saw who it was from … the operative in the UK whom he’d tasked to break into Dedic’s condo video feed. At the time, he thought it was a long shot and didn’t know if his guy could do it. But apparently he had. He read the terse email text, “Could only pull footage from one camera. Only one good angle. Hope it helps. You owe me,” was all the message said.
Owe you? Save a bastard’s ass multiple times, and then when they start paying you back, they act like they’re doing you a favor, he thought, shaking his head, annoyed at having to deal with coin operated assholes with short memories. He clicked the video and saw the footage from outside Dedic’s apartment. Within a few seconds, a man and woman came into the frame, their backs toward the camera. It was five seconds later when both turned slightly and he caught a brief glimpse of their faces. “Oh fuck,” he said out loud, then picked up his phone and dialed Chuck immediately.
________________
Las Vegas, NV
Jack and Beth were back on the jet by 9:00 a.m. prepping for take off. Their crew was the same group that had flown them to Paris, and by now had their passenger’s rhythms down. Provide water, then disappear. One of the perks of flying private - in Beth’s line of work - was that the equipment of her trade, firearms and assorted other ‘mostly illegal’ electronic paraphernalia, was never searched. Private jets were expensive, but well worth it.
“You good,” Beth asked Jack, who was at his computer again, lost in thought. 
“Yeah,” he said, “Closing his laptop and focusing on her.
“What?” She asked.
“Nothing … well, something I guess,” he said. “It’s just that for the last few days, we’ve been off on our mission. I haven’t checked in with Luke. He thinks I’m chilling out and taking some time to myself,” he said absently.
She considered what he said for a moment, quickly thinking of Jack’s brother Luke with whom she’d had a strained relationship while she was playing Jack’s girlfriend and a near deadly dust-up at the Greenleaf facility. No doubt she’d have killed Luke at the weed farm if she’d had the chance, but somehow - for some inexplicable reason - she’d helped Jack by sending him Gomes’ research notes on the virus he’d been working on. The virus that Luke had been exposed to. She’d never actually reconciled that in her head. At the time, it was certainly a deviation from her norm. Family, she thought in retrospect, as if trying to justify what she’d done. If I could’ve saved my family I would have too.
She broke from her thoughts and turned to Jack, “And what would you tell him … exactly? That you were off in Paris helping me?” She asked, eyebrows cocked.
“Oh, hell no,” Jack shot back, then softened his tone a bit. “Don’t get me wrong, on some level I think Luke is somewhat appreciative of your efforts to help him out of that jam … the virus and all. But,” Jack said, parsing his words, “Luke tends to hold on to things. For a while. A long while,” he said.
Beth cracked a sardonic smile. “Yeah, that’s Luke,” she said, then paused a beat. “So … will you tell him what we’ve been up to? After it’s all over?” She asked.
Jack shrugged his shoulders and offered a look as if he hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Maybe,” he said. “But what we’re doing isn’t over just yet. I’m thinking we keep going, figure this shit out, then determine how much if anything to tell Luke,” he said, knowing that keeping anything from Luke was practically impossible.
“Fair enough,” she said, then pivoted to JP Preston and laid out her plan for chatting with him that evening.
Atlanta
“Where have you been?” Chuck asked as he picked up Mike’s call.
“Out all night and early morning,” Mike replied, trying to determine the order in which he should outline the striking turn of events.
“Doing what, exactly?” Chuck asked.
Mike paused a beat, then spoke. “I spoke with JP. The guy who he had eliminate the preacher … well, JP had some concerns about him. I had eyes on him late last night and early morning.”
Mike couldn’t see Chuck’s raised eyebrows. “What kind of concerns?” Chuck prodded.
“Whether or not he was solid. The guy’s got some history … obviously not good if JP has his hooks into him,” Mike said.
“Mike, you’re killing me. What kind of history? Give me the whole goddamn story and quit slow rolling me,” Chuck said, losing his patience.
Mike stiffened, then collected his thoughts. “The guy’s name is Reed. He’s a cop … Georgia Bureau of Investigation. He’s also a child molester and JP has something on him to prove it. Looks like JP has also set a trail back to this asshole that would lead back to the church money … as a bit of an insurance policy for the Tom Horton operation. I don’t get the sense that Reed knows anything about it, though.” Mike said.
“Goddamn. That’s a bit to process,” Chuck said. 
Mike nodded while holding the phone, not as if Chuck could see him, but coming to the same conclusion as he’d verbalized the facts. “There’s another thing that’s sub-optimal,” Mike said. “I was listening, but apparently Reed had attracted unwanted attention. Supposedly Reed killed someone last night and that person’s friends got a jump on Reed. They got in and began interrogating him. All while I was listening outside.”
“And …” Chuck asked. “Did you intervene,” knowing that Mike was fully capable.
“No. They found the listening devices and one was a pro … the others, I’m not sure. Definitely non-traditional. Bad timing and no operational intelligence,” Mike stated flatly. “Would have been highly problematic not knowing who I was dealing with.”
“Ok,” Chuck said slowly. “What else?”
Mike decided whether or not to relay the oddities of the interrogators to Chuck. It was interesting shit, no doubt, but really had no bearing so he stuck with the facts.
“I don’t know who they were, but apparently one of them - a woman - had knowledge of the man’s ‘predilections’ toward kids. I didn’t her name - other than ‘Sherlock,’ but apparently she’s a lawyer that goes after child rapists. That’s one thing, but under duress, Reed let JP’s name out. Actually Reed blurted it out and laid everything at his feet. Aside from Reed’s nasty extra curricular activities, the interrogators knew something about the money machinations that JP had his European hacker team working on. Reed put all of that on JP as well.”
Chuck felt his face redden and his breaths become shallow. Fucking JP! Everything’s under control? Chuck thought, replaying his conversation with JP in his head.
“Who the fuck were they?” Chuck asked.
“I honestly don’t know. My plan is to have a conversation with Reed myself and find out,” Mike said. “He’s slated to work today and I should be able to find him.”
Chuck rolled around scenarios in his head and all of them were shit. JP didn’t have things buttoned up. Worse, the guy JP hired - the agent named Reed - was sloppy and a fucking child molester too. The big unknown was they had no clue who Reed’s interrogators were or how much they knew. Hell, Chuck had his wagon tied to JP in more ways than even JP knew about. JP’s sloppy assed Atlanta operation not only threatened to take down Chuck’s house of cards, but to put lighter fluid on it and burn the fucker to the ground. He was pissed, not knowing how much other shit JP he was likely into and if there were other areas of exposure. 
Chuck sighed heavily. “The guy … Reed you said, find out what he knows and then make sure he never sees another sunrise. JP,” Chuck said, parsing his words, “Needs to be watched.”
“Just watched?” Mike asked, as if knowing - which he did - what Chuck was really thinking, which was removing JP as well.
“Yes, just watched. For now,” Chuck said. “I’ll let you use your discretion if you think you need to escalate the operation. You definitely need to have a chat with him though. If you think he’s bullshitting or has in any way compromised our ‘other thing’ - or you sense that he knows more than he should, then do what you need to do.” Chuck let his words hang.
“Affirmative,” Mike replied, as if to continue speaking, then paused a beat too long.
“What?” Chuck asked, sensing there was more.
“We have another issue. I hate to say it, but it may be an even bigger issue than JP,” Mike said.
“Oh Christ. Really? What, Dammit?” Chuck said.
“My guy was able to get the video feed from Dedic’s condo. It was grainy and only from outside Dedic’s door from a hallway camera, but I could tell who it was,” he said, only to be cut off by Chuck.
“Who the fuck was it?” Chuck demanded.
Mike grimaced as he attempted to form the words, then slowly spit it out. “It was Draper’s girl … and Jack Glasser.

Chapter 60
Living on Borrowed Time
Atlanta
Chuck felt weak and all the color drain from his previously red face. “Are you sure it was Beth and Jack Glasser?” He asked Mike.
“Yes sir. I’m sure,” Mike replied.
Chuck normally policed his inner most thoughts, always careful to moderate what came out of his mouth, but he was unable to contain himself. “What the fuck?” He said. “How the hell did she find her way to him?” Chuck asked himself out loud.
Mike filled in the silence. “No idea. You mentioned that Draper gave her the files we had … on the people involved in the, ughh … ‘incident?’” Mike asked, slightly cringing at the euphemism.
“Yes, he did,” Chuck replied slowly, remembering clearly what had happened to Beth and her family during the war. "But there’s no way she could have pieced anything together from that dossier. We cleaned that shit. Draper’s had specialists comb through it all of it, and no one came up with anything. No, it’s a dead end … there’s too much missing information for anyone to make sense of it, much less lead to Dragin and Dedic,” Chuck said. “Hell, they’ve been off the grid and assimilated for twenty years,” he said.
“So, coincidence?” Mike asked, knowing that would spur Chuck to see beyond his own spin.
Chuck breathed heavily, realizing he was being hopeful, but knowing that hope was a really shitty strategy. “You said she was with Glasser?” He said.
“Affirmative,” Mike replied.
The tumblers in Chuck’s mind began to turn and a new narrative began to evolve in his head. “Glasser … that’s interesting,” he said. “So the same guy that was supposedly fucking with and mirroring member trading activity, is now showing up with Beth at the door of two people that were fucking invisible. What the hell …” he said, trying to make sense of it all.
“She had said that Glasser’s just unusually smart. Maybe it’s him,” Mike offered.
Chuck snapped out of his thoughts, “Oh, it’s definitely him. Beth is smart, but not like that. She has her ‘unique’ skillset, but data analysis and detective work isn’t her forte … she’s more of a blunt force instrument,” Chuck said. “So assuming Glasser is her savant - possibly an asset she’s turned - what the hell do they know? That’s the question. And you didn’t find anything at Dragin’s or Dedic’s house? The information we were looking for?”
Mike shook his head, his wired headset flopping on his chest. “No, I didn’t find anything.”
“Could Glasser and Beth have found something?” Chuck prodded.
“I have no way of knowing that, sir,” Mike replied.
“We have to assume they did,” Chuck said, pausing a beat. “If they found Dragin and Dedic … after all these years with incomplete information to work with, then we have to assume they know … or at least found what we were looking for.
“And … what does that mean? Exactly?” Mike asked, fairly certain he knew where Chuck was going. “Glasser’s on the ‘no touch’ list, and Beth … well, she’s Draper’s girl. I’m not seeing a whole lot of options here,” Mike said.
“Mike, if she finds what we’re looking for, where does that leave us?” Chuck asked, knowing that Mike would quickly perform a cost-benefit analysis.
Mike blew out a deep breath. “I understand what you’re saying. ‘Removing’ them has risks … for sure. But if we do it right, blowback could at least be managed, somewhat,” he said as if thinking out loud. “But, doing nothing and letting them find what shouldn’t be found …” Mike paused, chewing on his own thought process. “I get your point. I can’t even imagine how that would play out with Draper,” he said,.
“Yeah,” Chuck said. “This has gotten too big. With Dragin and Dedic out of the way, that’s two players off the board, but knowing those bastards, the information they had most likely didn’t make its way to the grave with them,” Chuck paused. “It will need to look like an accident of sorts … possibly in such a way where Draper thinks Beth may have taken a turn … possibly turned on him,” Chuck said, still grappling with the idea.
“Hmm,” Mike said. “That sounds like a job for JP … squarely in his domain of expertise.”
“That’s a negative,” Chuck said quickly. “I have a feeling that JP is living on borrowed time. He’s opened the Organization to far too much exposure.” Chuck quickly pivoted, thinking about JP’s demise and how that would impact the Organization. He quickly added, “I need an introduction to JP’s merry band of hackers. Based on what you told me they were able to accomplish … micro transfers and mass reconciliation within a financial institution, it’s important that JP’s little band of worker bees know that nothing has changed in the event JP is no longer with us. We need to run them now. That’s our future … we can’t compromise that.”
Mike made a grunting sound. “Ok,” he said, realizing that now he was juggling plates, silverware and fucking chainsaws. “There’s a lot of moving parts, sir,” he said.
“Yes, there are. But think about the alternative,” Chuck said. “It wouldn’t be pretty for either of us.
________________
At 3:30 p.m. Jack and Beth touched down at Fulton County private airport in Atlanta. The flight was uneventful save for the discussion of JP Preston and Beth’s plan to have a ‘quiet discussion,’ with him that evening. During the flight, Jack had made an effort to input JP’s address and help with logistics, but after forty five minutes of letting Beth stare off into space, when she finally came around, she said she knew exactly where he lived and how to get there. Jack didn’t ask any questions but sat quietly waiting for Beth’s thoughts to fall out like poorly secured luggage in an overhead bin.
“Timing is key,” Beth said slowly. “It’s important to speak with a subject in a way that disrupts their natural homeostasis,” she said.
“Homeostasis? You never used to use words like that with me,” Jack said with a smirk.
“‘Buy-me-shit’ is polysyllabic,” she said sarcastically, referring to her habit of running up Jack’s credit card when they were dating, then gave him the finger. “As I was saying, JP needs to be off his game when we speak. I know where he works, but I’m not about to confront him there. That’s his world … his comfort zone. Three disruptive components are timing, location, and person. He definitely knows me. He’ll certainly be thrown off seeing me. Me in his house, unannounced, should also help bring him closer to his lord and savior. All that with good timing, and we should be able to get a few answers.”
Jack had been listening, but it occurred to him that she was only saying it out loud as if conducting a master-class for him on interrogation techniques. What she said made sense, however, he was still a little fuzzy on the details.
“Ok, so what I hear you say is that we’re going to Preston’s place. He’ll see you and likely shit his pants when you pop out of a closet or something. Based on what you said, I’m thinking it’ll most likely be late … when he won’t expect visitors, especially you. All that combined should throw him off his game and tenderize him to the point that he’ll be more apt to answer honestly.” Did I get it? Jack asked.
Beth smiled and touched his had that lay on the armrest. “Yeah, that’s pretty much it. I forgot how much I needed a ‘man-splaining’ interpreter,” she said.
Jack shot her the finger, then continued, “What time? And what about his wife?” He asked, a little proud of himself for researching JP Preston and finding out he had a wife.
“She won’t be home,” Beth said.
“How do you know that?” Jack asked, completely curious.
Beth turned her computer toward Jack and showed him Maggie Preston’s FaceBook page. “She’s at a tennis tournament in Orlando,” she said, pointing to the recent photos and timeline. “See that guy there?” She said, pointing to her screen. Jack nodded, “That’s the guys she’s been having an affair with for three years,” she said, matter of factly.
“Hmm,” he said, looking at the sunburned group of late 50’s men and women, holding tennis racquets. “I guess you have to find love where you can,” he said, then followed up quickly, “I can’t believe people put so much on social media,” he said. “Crazy,” he said.
Beth shrugged. “Not smart, but definitely makes our lives easier,” she said.
After deciding on 11:30 p.m. as the best time to drop by JP’s, they disembarked the plane and found a rental car. As they drove toward an AirBnB that Beth had procured - near downtown Atlanta - Jack wondered if Maggie Preston would actually give a shit if she knew what kind of trouble might find her husband that evening.

Chapter 61
Early Morning Shit Show
Atlanta
After loading Doug Reed’s incriminating videos back on his work computer, Luke, Chas, Quan and Sherlock turned their focus on JP Preston, the man who Doug Reed had implicated as the mastermind of Amin’s father’s church heist. They had expected to have to dig deep … perform dark web searches and unnatural acts of mental prowess to dig up information on Preston, but that wasn’t the case. JP Preston showed up first in every search engine, along with pictures, his bio, and his construction company.
“This dude must be loaded,” Amin said, pointing to the dollar value of Preston’s construction company contracts. 
Sherlock looked over Amin’s shoulder and whistled, a sound that no one expected to be unloaded from her face. “What?” She said, catching the stares, then continued. “Two billion in contacts … last year alone,” she said. “I think you’re right,” she said patting Amin on the shoulder.
Chas and Luke shot each other a look, noticing the non-verbal between Sherlock and Amin. Luke was convinced that another twenty four hours together and they’d be witnessing a full on ‘public display of affection’ from the two of them. He shrugged. Amin and Sherlock would make a handsome couple … if that’s where it ends up, he thought.
“Great. So he’s rich and all that shit … yada, yada, yada. But where is he and when are we going?” Luke said, getting tired of the endless reading of JP Preston press releases.
Quan spoke up, “I have his address. Big house in the Druid Hills neighborhood,” Quan said, pointing to the satellite map on his computer.
“Cool,” Luke said. “So let’s go talk to the fucker.”
Everyone looked at Luke as if he was a little manic and a little impulsive … the way everyone always looked at Luke. “Whoa, big boy,” Chas said. “Let’s put the brakes on the whole ‘ready, fire, aim’ thing,” she said.
“You have a better idea?” Luke asked.
“Well, it’s almost 4pm. Unless you plan on showing up on his stoop like a pack of Jehova’s Witnesses, I’d suggest an alternative,” Chas said.
Much like Beth, Chas laid out her vision of a visit. “We have no clue what Mr. Preston is into. He’s obviously hooked up with some shit-heads, so it wouldn’t be smart for us to underestimate him. A little ‘shock-and-awe’ will work better than showing up like cookware sales people,” she said.
Luke looked annoyed. He was pissed and felt like he was standing still. Chas saw his frustration clearly. “You ok?” She asked him.
“Fine,” Luke said. “The fucking waiting … I’m not a big fan of that part,” he pouted.
“I get that, but I have a plan,” She said. She sat down at the table looking at Quan’s satellite map of JP’s house, pointing to likely entry points. Amin had pulled up a version of Atlanta Living - much like a local version of Architectural Digest - that did a design piece on JP Preston’s house, then began familiarizing themselves with the layout. 
Chas put the finishing touches on her quickly crafted plan. “So, Quan, Amin & Sherlock … you all cool with hanging out here, or wherever, while Luke and I visit JP this evening?” She asked.
Sherlock thought about the early morning shit show, the craziness still fresh in her head. “Yeah, I’m more than cool with that. I don’t think I can take anymore excitement in one day,” she said.
Amin nodded as well, then looked at Chas. “Yeah, go do your thing and try to keep that one,” he said, pointing to Luke, “Out of trouble … if you can.”
Chas, Luke and Bosco left the others and went back to the hotel to get a little rest before their night’s adventure, each mulling over what needed to be done and wondering what the hell they might find out. Bosco hung his head out of the window, catching smells … happy to be a dog.

Chapter 62
Duck, Or Turn Off The Fan
At 4pm Mike sat outside the Georgia Bureau of Investigation office in Atlanta, hearing the same reply as he’d been given the previous four times he’d called asking for Doug Reed. The bastard is supposed to be working today, he thought.
“Sorry sir. Yes, Agent Reed is on duty today, however, he’s not picking up at the present time. I’m sure he’ll get back to you after he’s finished with his current duties,” the bored, young, male, switchboard operator stated.
Mike hung up, exasperated with the same automaton reply. Fuck, if I’d been an informant or some ‘case-breaker’ nobody would ever know, he thought. Sure, Reed was supposed to be working today, however, the more he thought about it, it was just as likely that Doug Reed would just ‘phone it in’ after his early morning interrogation. Mike chewed on that, and realized that he may have given Reed too much credit. If it were him … and he’d been rolled up on and threatened, he’d be out for blood, which was how he expected Reed to react. He’d planned to use Reed’s forward momentum and aggression against him, to throw him off balance and find out what he and JP were really up to, as well as who the merry band of carnival barkers were that had showed up at his house. He realized that Reed may not be built like that. Maybe he’d run? Maybe he was just sitting at home drinking his fat ass into a coma … waiting for the inevitable? Mike cursed himself for not dropping by Reed’s house sooner, then put his car in drive and headed back to Reed’s house.
Traffic was shit and it took Mike twenty-five minutes to get to Reed’s place. Instead of stealth he’d employed the previous morning, it was time to confront the man and get on with it. No more fucking around, he thought. He stood on Reed’s front porch and knocked. He stood for a moment, listening to the sound of crickets and nearby lawn mowers and leaf blowers. He heard nothing inside and casually walked to the side of the porch near the driveway and slung his head out to do a quick double take of the car that was parked outside. It was Reed’s ride, alright. Even without the the insignia plastered all over it, he could tell was a state police vehicle. Damn curious, he thought, as he walked around the side of the house toward the rear.
He stood near the back door and swiveled his head. He hadn’t made a show of concealing his movements … hadn’t tried to hide his car and even stood out on the man’s front porch knocking for a few minutes. That said, he didn’t necessarily want to attract attention either. He quickly checked his surroundings to see if any nosy neighbors were in close proximity, then rapped on the back door window pane, hoping that Reed was in the back and couldn’t hear the doorbell or his previous knock. As before, nothing. Mike did the math in his head, calculating risk vs reward, as he always did … whether it was deciding what to eat or putting a bullet in another human. Reed wasn’t answering and should be home. Screw it, he thought as he twisted the door knob. 
He fully expected it to be locked, but it wasn’t. Interesting. Ok Doug, you here? He thought, gently opening the door and walking into the kitchen area. The shades in the house had been drawn and no lights were on. It was dusky inside and the light smell of cordite from a firearm teased his olfactory senses. He stepped further inside, past the kitchen counter and bar. That’s when he saw Doug Reed’s lifeless body, splayed on floor, blood pooled around his head.
For most people, they’d have simply hauled ass. But, Mike wasn’t like most people. As a general rule, no one in the Organization were like most people. Instead of revulsion, Mike’s first instinct was curiosity than of self reproach. But, self reproach creeped in. Damn, I shouldn’t have bugged out so fast this morning, he thought. Something bothered him. He had a feeling that his instincts - normally bullet proof - had failed him. Sure, he knew there were people in Reed’s house and knew they were interrogating him. But he’d also seen hundreds of interrogations go down and could tell in minutes what the outcome would be. By the line of questioning, and by the general tenor of the conversation, it was apparent that Reed’s visitors wanted to just scare him, not kill him. Curiosity won out over self recrimination … at least for the moment as he knelt down by Reed, felt his body temperature and took in the scene.
Heart disease may have claimed more lives than Mike, but he’d certainly been closing the gap over his career. One thing he did know how to do was read a kill scene. He’d ended enough lives, and seen the aftermath of hundreds of killings giving him an innate knowledge of how shit normally went down. Looking at Reed’s body, the first thing that popped into his mind was that it was in an odd location. It was as if he was laying on the floor when the trigger was pulled. Hmm, by whom. That’s the question, he thought.
He saw the handgun lying on the floor, donned a pair of latex gloves and quickly looked at the clip and the chamber. The weapon was cocked and ready to go and one round was missing from the clip. Where the gun lay was consistent with a self inflicted wound. He looked at the blood spray, then stood up to see if he could find were the bullet ended up. He saw a small hole in the wood work of the kitchen island, approximately twelve inches above the baseboard. He went back to Reed’s body and and did a quick mental calculation, looking at the entry and exit wound on Reed’s head, then mentally mapping the bullet’s trajectory. “Looks right,” he said, under his breath. 
He saw the picture frame on the floor. Based on the proximity to Reed’s body, it was likely that he was holding it prior to the fateful shot. Looks right, but doesn’t feel right. He couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He checked his watch. He’d been in the house for five minutes, which in this case, was five minutes too long. He quickly retreated out the back door - the way he’d come in - and walked casually back to his car, pretending to be on the phone so he wouldn’t draw undue interest. 
Two blocks from Reed’s house, he called Chuck and left a voice mail. “We have a problem,” he said, then headed toward his hotel.
Fifteen minutes later Mike answered Chuck’s return call.
“What kind of problem?” Chuck asked.
“Reed’s dead,” Mike replied.
“I trust your instincts … sounds like he had it coming anyway. What did he say?” Chuck asked.
“No. He’s dead, but not by me,” Mike said, then confessed his mistake. “Apparently I had a lapse in judgment. The conversation I overheard between Reed and his interrogators didn’t lead me to believe that they had lethal intent.”
“Wait a minute. So are you saying that his previous visitors killed him?” Chuck asked.
“Sir, I’m not sure. The scene indicates that it was self inflicted …” Mike let the words hang.
Chuck breathed out heavily, “Ok, but you’re not buying it, I take it.” 
“Chuck,” Mike said, instead of the usual ‘sir,’ indicating his lack of sleep and utter candor, “I honestly don’t know. It certainly looks like a suicide, but something does seem off … something I haven’t been able to process yet. What I do know is that Reed is no longer able to answer questions. That JP’s was implicated, and containment may be exponentially more difficult now,” Mike said.
“Fuck, Mike,” Chuck said under his breath, as if talking to a friend, which Mike was. “I wish you’d have taken care of all of them last night,” he said.
“So do I. So do I,” Mike replied.
Chuck dropped one of his old military sayings, “Well, when the shit starts to hit the fan, you can either duck or turn off the fan,” Chuck said. “I think it’s time for you to visit JP and decide which option makes more sense. I’m starting to feel like I may need to duck … and I don’t like that.”
“Yes, sir,” Mike said. 
“Have a little a little chat with JP and see what he says,” Chuck said. “Get his European connections and find out how much he knows - if anything - about our little operation in Paris. He’s be the last bastard we need taking about Dragin and Dedic.

Chapter 63
Faux Grandeur
Mike hung up with Chuck and looked at his watch. It was 4:30 p.m. and Mike knew that JP would still be at work. The guy was fastidious in his office hours, and knew he wouldn’t pack up to leave until 5:30 p.m. Mike had plenty of time as he threw the rental car in drive and pointed it toward JP’s office tower in downtown Atlanta.
Mike walked into the opulent atrium of the Bank of America tower using the entrance to the executive suites that bypassed the large glass entry reserved for the masses. He noted the rust colored granite flooring, the whimsical art-lighting as well as the opulent velvet sofas that littered the large open area. Afternoon light streamed in causing him to squint as he punched in the code he knew by heart, the code that would summon an elevator to the nosebleed section. The building had fifty five stories and JP’s suite of offices was on the fifty fourth floor. He knew that it chapped JP’s ass not to have the ‘owner’s box,’ but as soon as the current tenant met with hard times or had a ‘change of direction,’ Mike was sure JP would like ascend to his rightful throne at the top of the tower. That was if JP made it through the week.
Mike shook his head at the thought. He’d spent the majority of his life in shitty outposts of the world, crapping in holes, lugging gear all while dealing with other humans that wanted to kill his ass. Faux grandeur, the pursuit of price tags and excessive creature comforts made no sense to him. If a thing wasn’t practical, then it wasn’t needed.
He walked to the front desk of the fifty-fourth floor, smiled at the new receptionist and asked to see JP. 
“Is he expecting you?” She asked.
“No, but we’re old friends. Please tell him I’m here,” he said, giving her his card which said ‘Mike Hanley, Security Consultant.’
Within ten seconds, she looked up from her console, a bit surprised at the rapid response and said, “Mr. Preston will see you now,” then gave him directions to a large corner office and the name of JP’s personal assistant. 
The directions weren’t needed, since Mike knew his way around the office. “Hi Jan,” he said, stopping by JP’s assistant’s desk.
Jan smiled and ran her fingers through her hair, pushing her brunette hair behind an ear. A nervous habit that Mike had catalogued before. “He’s waiting for you,” she said with a smile.
JP got up from his desk and waived toward two comfortable club chairs in the corner of his office, conveniently within arms reach of a small bar. “Almost five,” JP said, smiling and grabbing a cut crystal scotch decanter. 
Mike held up his index finger, “Just one finger for me,” he said. “This isn’t purely a social call,” he said, watching JP’s eyebrows furrow at the revelation.
JP sat down and swirled his scotch before taking a sip. He attempted to skip the formalities, but his unctuous southern manners didn’t accommodate outright terseness. “Ok. Business it is. To what to I owe this face to face?” JP asked, completely full of shit. He had a very good idea of why Mike was sitting in his office.
“Doug Reed is dead,” Mike said.
“Well, that was quick,” JP replied. “I guess that’s for the better.” 
“It wasn’t us,” Mike said, letting the words hang.
JP raised his eyebrows. “Who then and why?”
Mike skipped over the question. “You left some breadcrumbs leading to Doug Reed. That was understandable and the plan made sense. However, someone followed them … I’m assuming a bit prematurely, and ended up at Reed’s house early this morning. He ended up dead, possibly self inflicted, possibly not. What I did hear was that he’d supposedly killed someone who his interrogators knew. They seemed less than pleased about that. One woman who was part of the crew that broke in, made mention of Reed trying to frame her … apparently she knew about Reed’s weakness for young children,” Mike paused to let what he’d revealed, set in. He saw the gears in JP’s head grinding and continued. “So the issue is, that when you spoke with Chuck, you said that everything was under control. From what I’ve heard and seen, it doesn’t seem to be the case,” Mike said, matter of factly.
There weren’t many people in the Organization that inspired fear in JP. Actually Mike, Draper’s Girl, Chuck and Draper himself were the only four members that could elicit that response from him. JP felt a bead of sweat form under his hairline.
“Well, that’s why I asked you to check in on Reed,” JP replied. “He’s been useful, but did come with baggage.” He said the word ‘baggage’ as if he’d bitten into a bad piece of sushi. “I can only assume that the person he was accused of killing was an informant of his. I’d asked him to look into that, however, I didn’t have any previous knowledge of what he would do,” JP said, then waived his hand theatrically. “I do have a lot on my plate,” he said, slightly annoyed.
Mike considered this for a moment. JP was right, based on Mike’s knowledge of JP’s operations, he was a bit overtaxed, which was why shit was falling through the cracks. It was clear to him that JP was flying by the seat of his pants … at least operationally. He was about to mention that JP’s name had come up during Reed’s interrogation and that Reed had thrown him to the wolves as soon as the merry band of gypsies and their dog started asking questions. But he quickly decided not to. Letting JP in on that would put him in ass-saving mode and completely on the defensive. Mike needed the information on JP’s eastern European coders. If JP thought he was in serious jeopardy, he’d slow roll the hand-off and use the relationship as leverage.
Mike pivoted. “Chuck is fully aware of what you have on your plate. Reed is dead and I’m sure that will throw anyone off the scent for a moment. That said, Chuck asked me to pick up the file on your European cyber operations,” he said, nonchalantly.
JP’s face crinkled upon hearing this. “Why is that exactly?” He asked. “Chuck has more on his plate than I do,” he said warily.
Mike was by no means a tech guy or cyber junkie, but had picked up a good vocabulary over the years and enough technical knowledge to have developed a cursory understanding of how cyber attacks worked and were deployed. He quickly outlined the story he’d concocted in his head on the way over.
“Your cyber operation … or rather their operation, appears to have a flaw that was discovered. Somehow, there are others - those who most likely ended Reed’s life, that found out about your other ‘breadcrumb.’ The hole in their system needs to be plugged. As you know, what’s being developed is far more promising than ransomware … it’s important to the Organization moving forward. The project is still technically yours, however, Chuck wants to take a more active operation role moving forward,” Mike said, gauging JP’s look and sensing his apprehension. “Look,” Mike continued, holding out his hands, “You do have a lot on your plate and I know you’ve got mid-term elections to work on. This is in no way a punishment. Chuck’s just trying to lighten your load to let you focus on the things you do best,” he said.
JP rolled his shoulders and shrugged, visibly trying to frame Mike’s commentary in a way that was palatable to his oversized ego. “Well, if that’s what Chuck wants, then that’s it,” he said, getting up and unlocking a hidden safe under the bar. He pulled out a file and handed it to Mike, not sitting down in an effort to indicate that the meeting was over. Mike didn’t move, instead he remained seated and took another pull from his tumbler of scotch while he thumbed through the file folder. It appeared to be in order, with backgrounds on the operatives, addresses, family members, phone and email contacts.
“Great,” Mike finally said. “This works.”
JP stood uncomfortably, looking for a way to either change direction or end the meeting. “Was your Paris operation successful?” He asked.
Mike wrinkled his forehead, then pretended to be as much in the dark as JP as to Chuck’s motives. He relaxed and shook off his professional demeanor. “I guess … just a bit of cleanup work, but I don’t really know what that was all about,” Mike said, then spoke conspiratorially, “What was it all about?” Mike asked.
JP shrugged again, somewhat perplexed by the question. If anyone would know it would be Mike, he thought. “Honestly, no clue … I mean I’m sure it had something to do with Draper’s Girl,” he said, offhandedly.
“Yeah … I think you’re right,” Mike replied. “I think Chuck’s in a bit of hot water for that one.”
“Am I,” JP asked cautiously. “I didn’t know the target. I just interface with who Chuck directs me to. I only sent money to him occasionally as Chuck directed. I certainly had no knowledge of anything else,” JP followed up quickly.
“Oh hell no,” Mike replied offhandedly. “You know Chuck. He’s not one to shift blame, especially on to you … hell, anyone for that matter. No, he owned that one. The Paris clean up should appease Draper. It’s back to business as usual,” he said.
JP looked visually relieved and Mike stood to leave. They didn’t shake hands, but Mike flashed the folder he’d been given. “Thanks,” he said, then paused. “By the way, who was your other ‘breadcrumb?’ She’s a woman right? Who is she?” Mike asked.
JP paused, then relented. “Sheryl Locke. She’s an ex lawyer and now an investigator of sorts. She’s taken on a personal mission to go after those with unsavory predilections like the former Doug Reed. She was a likely candidate to close the loop on … to put on the sidelines,” JP said, careful not to mention that it was a play to keep other Organization members with the same predilections off her radar as well.
“Hmm … sounds efficient,” Mike said, “But you are good at that. I’ll catch up with soon,” he said, then looked around JP’s office. “Oh, and try not to work too hard. Looks like this harsh workplace environment could really tax a man,” he said with a wry smile.
JP returned the smile and Mike left. JP stood, considering the implications of putting Sheryl Locke squarely in Mike’s crosshairs. This might work out better than I had planned, he thought. He quickly pivoted to Paris. Something didn’t ring true. No, there’s more to Paris than just Draper’s Girl. A lot more, he thought. 
JP returned to his desk and looked out over the city in the afternoon glow … his city, thinking that he’d be smart to look into what Chuck really had going on in Paris.
 

Chapter 64
One Big Baguette
Weston, CT
Chuck sat in his chair, waiting for the microwave timer to sound indicating his frozen, skinny dinner would be ready. He’d been riding a desk for a while, and unlike Draper who seemed to be able to eat anything and not impact his frame, Chuck’s midsection needed to be addressed. Shitty, three hundred calorie frozen dinners were his penance for expensive wine, cocktails, and rich food. 
He opened the files on his computer that Mike scanned and sent, looking through the cyber operation dossier. Good, he thought. Appears complete, then turned his attention to the other bit of information Mike shared. Information on Sheryl Locke.
Chuck visibly smiled thinking that JP was a clever one. He was certainly aware of Sheryl Locke as well as several Organization members’ predilections toward youngsters. It was disgusting, however, in any enterprise there are always a few bad apples … but many were indispensable for operations to run smoothly. Chuck understood why JP had his cyber team head-faked in Locke’s direction. With Draper’s operational gift to Tom Horton … basically stealing church land, there were other issues with Tom Horton that couldn’t come to light … especially his sexual shit show. 
He picked up his phone and called Mike as the microwave timer went off. “Thanks,” he said, referring to the file. “Looks like we’re buttoned up. Any problems?”
“No,” Mike said. “I told him you were just trying to lighten his load … that it was still his project.” Mike pivoted, “And … what do you think about JP? Have you made a decision?” 
Chuck knew what Mike was talking about. “Yes, I believe it’s time … believe me, I don’t take this lightly, but JP’s brought the possibility of exposure too far up the food chain,” Chuck said. “Do it.”
“Won’t that cause a problem with Draper?” Mike asked.
“Under normal circumstances it would. But if Draper thinks that JP was more involved in the procurement of the operative that attempted to snatch Beth - that he was still in touch with certain Serbian elements - then I believe he’ll wish he’d done it himself,” Chuck said.
Mike hadn’t seen that angle, but it made perfect sense. Draper, Chuck and Mike had met JP during the Balkan conflict. It was perfectly reasonable that he still might have ties to some very shitty people. People that Draper wanted dead. He tumbled it over in his mind then finally spoke, “I like it,” Mike said.
“I thought you’d appreciate it,” Chuck said. “There’s one other thing. You’ll need to pay a visit to a Sheryl Locke,” he said.
“Really?” Mike asked.
“All of JP’s breadcrumbs could eventually lead to one big baguette … one that we’re holding. We need to be proactive. I don’t want any of JP’s messes blowing up in our face.
Mike shrugged on the other end of the phone. “Yes, sir,” he said, then sat in his hotel room chair and began to plan the sequence of the night’s events. A lot to accomplish in one evening, he thought, but he’d done more. He quickly pulled up Sheryl Locke’s address and the satellite image of her house, then poured a small drink, letting his mind focus on the complicated tasks at hand. JP first, he thought, then Sheryl Locke.
________________
Atlanta
After stopping off for a leisurely two hour lunch to burn time until their Airbnb check-in, Beth and Jack pulled into the condo parking lot around 5:00 p.m. 
Jack looked around and raised his eyebrows.
“What? It’s discreet, right off Peachtree and there’s no cameras in it,” Beth said, as if defending her choice of accommodations. Jack just stared and smiled, watching her get slightly annoyed. She continued, “Yeah, it looks like an extended stay hotel and certainly no Glasser property, but it works,” she said, furrowing her brow.
Jack smiled. “I’m just screwing with you. Kinda cute when you get a little worked up,” he smirked.
“Oh honey,” she said sarcastically. “That’s sweet, but believe me … you’ve yet to see me ‘worked up.’ Based on the reason for us being here, I really don’t think you want to either,” she said, like a parent who caught their kid slipping into a momentary lapse of dumb-ass. 
“Touché,” he said, holding up his hands defensively.
“Enough chit chat, big guy. Come on and let’s get settled. We have a lot to go over before our with visit JP Preston,” she said, then grabbed her gear from the trunk.
__________
While Jack and Beth were stowing their gear in a supremely average condo, Chas and Luke lay on their large hotel bed, naked as always, enjoying their post coital refractory period.
“I thought we were going to relax and chill out,” Luke said, still panting from his exertions.
“I find that sex helps me ‘reboot,’ and clear the mental calculator,” she said with a smile.
“Certainly helped me clear out a few things,” Luke quickly added.
“Funny,” she said feigning disapproval, then got up and grabbed her laptop.
“Don’t get me wrong, baby,” he said. “I am very relaxed. And you’re welcome, by the way,” he said with a smirk.
She flipped him off, but Luke couldn’t help but stare at her naked form. She had an amazing body … not tiny by any means, but athletic and strong, with curves in all the right places and the right proportions. She sat back on the bed, stuffed a few pillows behind her and entered her password, quickly pulling up the address and satellite imagery on JP Preston’s house.
“Here,” she said, pointing to the screen.
“Shit. That’s better than Google maps,” he said, looking at the highly detailed satellite imagery on the screen.
Chas nodded appreciatively, “Yeah, it’s Department of AG,” she said. “Horny appropriated it from another government department. It’s a lot better.”
“Horny,” Luke said absently, then remembered the name he’d given the nerdy kid with horn rimmed glasses. “Almost forgot about him,” he said, staring intently at the screen.
“This is his house,” she said, then flipped back to the interior pictures of JP’s house that Amin found in the decorating magazine. This is the likely point of entry,” she said, pointing to the exterior door on the side of the garage.
“Why there?” Luke asked.
“For one, alarm systems,” she said. “Most garage access doors aren’t hooked up to the alarm. Also, the majority of homeowners get a false sense of security with their garage door down and tend to leave the entrance door from their garage to their house bypassed on their alarm panel.”
Luke cocked his head, “So that’s the norm?” He asked, thinking that he and Jack did the same thing at their house. “Cool, go on,” he said.
“There’s really nothing to ‘go on’ about,” she said. “Basically, we need to confirm he’s there, then have a chat. You think Bosco’s up for another dog and pony show?” She asked, referring to Luke and his dog’s interrogation technique.
Luke looked over at Bosco, who had commandeered a large section of couch in the sitting area outside the bedroom. “Oh, yeah … he love’s that shit,” Luke said.
“Can he really sense when someone’s lying?” She asked, skeptically.
“Maybe he can, maybe he can’t. But he sure can get a mother fucker’s attention,” Luke said, then quickly pivoted, “So what time are you planning for our little intervention with JP Preston?” He asked.
She paused a beat as if in thought. “11:30pm should be about right. If he’s up, he’ll be tired and more malleable. If he’s just turned in for the night, then he’ll be disoriented. Either way works, so that’s what I’m thinking.”
Luke nodded, then tried to move the computer away for another love session. “Damn, you need to put that thing away,” Chas said pointing to the skin covered tent pole attached to Luke that was aimed in her direction. “Not now, big guy. I’ve already been rebooted. Now I need time to think and get mentally prepped. I suggest that you do math in your head or go to the bathroom and alleviate your back-pressure with one of those,” she said, pointing to his hands.
“You suck,” he said, then put his hands behind his neck, then walked through a few algebra equations in his head.

Chapter 65
The Trouble You Don’t Expect
Jack sat on the Airbnb sofa flipping through television channels. No wonder people watch YouTube … regular TV sucks, he thought. It was 10:00 p.m. and he’d taken a four hour nap … he’d needed it. He heard Beth stirring in the bedroom. She’d slept too and awakened without the aid of an alarm. He put the TV remote down and walked into the bedroom to find Beth getting dressed in a fashionable black running suit with her back of tricks laid out on the bed.
“Getting ready?” He asked, stating the obvious.
“Yep. I suggest that you do too,” she said. “That’s if you’re still determined to come along.”
Jack shot her a look. “Of course I’m going. I’m the smart one, remember?” He said, pointing to his head. “Plus, somebody needs to keep an eye on you,” he said with a smile.
She didn’t reciprocate his smile. He could tell she was in ‘business’ mode and he quickly tamped down any further attempts at levity. 
“You know the rules,” she said, looking at him without blinking. “I don’t expect trouble, but we both need to be prepared. During our meeting, hang back and assume I have every eventuality covered. Don’t do anything until I give you the OK. Can you do that?” She asked.
Jack thought back to their meeting with Dedic in Paris. He had to admit, she certainly had her bases covered. He’d almost gotten his ass killed trying to be chivalrous. It had become apparent working with her, that she was a self contained badass that didn’t need much in the way of physical assists. “Yep,” Jack replied. “Don’t have to tell me twice. It’s your show, I’m just along for whatever you need me to do,” he said.
She nodded in reply, then went back to looking through her bag. She took out two compact Sig Sauer 9mm pistols, her weapon of choice. She checked the magazines and pulled the slides back slightly to confirm there was a round in the chamber.
“I thought you said you didn’t expect trouble,” Jack said seriously.
“I don’t,” she said, then quickly added “It’s the trouble you don’t expect that gets you killed.”
Thirty minutes later they were parked one door down from JP’s house. It was an expansive mansion and they’d done a slow drive by and seen lights on and movement in the house. His house faced the Druid Hills golf course and Beth parked on the side of the road - the golf course side - under the tree lined section so that looked as if she was visiting a neighbor down the street. She sat in the car and looked at her watch. It was ten minutes past eleven. She’d gone through multiple scenarios in her head and eventually settled on a more direct approach. Sneaking in and playing super spy wasn’t worth the effort, especially in light of the fact that JP knew her. She was an Organization asset … an asset of the ‘lethal’ variety, but it wouldn’t be completely out of the norm for her to pop in. Breaking, entering, and silently approaching a subject had a way of shaking them up … it was supposed to. Her presence and reputation alone should induce a bit of honesty in JP, but she knew she had to walk a fine line. She needed him relaxed and cooperative … or as relaxed as he could be upon seeing her.
She pulled her bag from the back seat as Jack sat in the passenger seat, eyeing her for what seemed to be an eternity. She didn’t seem to notice, caught up in her thoughts. She opened the bag and pulled out one of her pistols, leaned slightly forward and slid the weapon into her waistband above her hip. She took out her second pistol and stared at it a beat too long.
“What?” Jack asked. “You OK?”
She turned her head, “Think you can handle one of these?” She asked, lifting the gun slightly.
Jack’s forehead wrinkled, processing the idea. “I can shoot … I mean I was raised by a Southern father, if that’s what you mean.” He said slowly.
“Do you feel comfortable carrying it? That’s what I’m asking,” she said.
“Think I’ll need it?” He asked, now suddenly perplexed.
Beth shook her head. “No, probably not. But it would have come in handy in Paris. If you’re OK with it, keep it on you, but don’t even think about pulling it out unless there’s no other option. I seriously doubt we’ll need it with JP, but I’d prefer that you have it on you.”
“Fair enough,” Jack said, then checked the slide and safety. “Ready?” He asked.
“Just about,” she said, then pulled the cell phone stingray device she’d used in Paris and turned it on. She noted Jack’s inquisitive expression, and answered his unspoken question. “If he ends up calling anyone after our visit, I want to know about it,” she said flatly.
Jack nodded, “Yeah, that makes sense.”
She gave him a quick wink, the closest thing to an affectionate gesture he’d seen from her since pulling into their condo earlier that day. They got out of the car and walked down the street as if they were just another affluent couple coming back from late night cocktails with friends. They walked up to JP’s front door and rang the bell. They could hear loud music in the background … something like big band music, which she absolutely hated. She could also see someone moving around in the back of the house through the obfuscated, cut glass window in the massive front door. 
“Shit,” she said, shaking her head. “Really? With the fucking music and all? Come on,” she said, stepping off the front porch and walking around to the rear of the house to the porch off the pool deck, jumping over a small backyard fence.
There were six large French doors off the back of the large den. The well appointed kitchen was directly across. They could see JP in a large comfortable arm chair, tumbler of brown liquid in his hand, nodding his head in rhythm with the tune reverberating through the house. She knocked loudly on the door pane and saw JP twitch with the realization that someone was knocking on his back door. He got up from his seat slowly and walked toward the French door, where he saw the outline of two people standing outside. Recognizing Beth, his facial muscles twitched, then tensed a bit as he opened the door.
________________
Chas and Luke had parked on the opposite side of the street as well, two houses up, opposite direction of where Jack and Beth had parked. 
“He can be stealthy, right?” Chas asked Luke, nodding toward Bosco in the back seat.
“Most definitely. He’s pretty perceptive … he’ll be good,” Luke said seriously, the butterflies in his stomach having a party.
“Come on she said,” getting out of the car. 
Luke and Bosco followed her closely as she made her way down a neighbors fence line, cutting through a hedgerow toward JP’s driveway. They stayed close to the hedges not wanting to trip any of the motion sensor lights she’d seen under the eaves of the garage. They hopped a wrought iron fence into the backyard and made their way to the door on the side of the garage. Within twenty seconds, Chas had picked the lock and deadbolt and they were in JP’s garage.
“Ok, she whispered. “He should be home … lights are on and someone’s assaulting their senses with some really shitty music.”
Luke nodded as Chas quietly tested the handle of the door that led from the garage to the laundry room. As she suspected, it wasn’t locked. Luke gave her a shrug as if to say, ‘go figure.’ He connected with Bosco, flashing him a picture of him and Luke staying put once inside the door. Bosco replied with a slight tail wag and stared at him a beat, indicating that he understood. 
“I’ll let you know when it’s cool to come in,” Chas whispered then entered the house.
The entry off of the garage didn’t lead directly into the kitchen, but rather a large mudroom, laundry area combo. She saw light flicker under the door, then someone shuffling to turn down the music. OK, Chas … let’s do this thing, she thought, then opened the door to the kitchen.

Chapter 66
Don’t Shoot!
Beth?” JP asked, as he opened the door.
“Hi JP. Sorry, tried the front door, but you obviously didn’t hear it,” she said, in the most upbeat tone she could muster.
“What can I help you with?” JP’s syrupy drawl a bit shaky and perplexed.
“We need to talk. I’m hoping you can help me sort out a few things. Sorry so late,” she said, somewhat apologetically.
JP nodded imperceptibly, then looked at the tall, curly haired man that accompanied her. He quickly scanned the young man, and sensing no malice, he turned back to Beth and shot her an inquisitive look.
“He’s just a friend … an asset, but not in the business,” she said, trying to put JP’s mind at ease, and certainly not dropping Jack’s name.
JP shrugged, “Sure, come in. Can I get you anything?” He asked, as he showed them to the sofa near his armchair.
“We’re good,” she said, as she and Jack took their seats.
“Let me freshen this up,” JP said, picking up his bourbon and giving himself a healthy pour. “Oh, sorry,” he said. He sat down and picked up the remote to his entertainment system and lowered the volume on the blaring big band music.
Beth was about to start with small talk when she saw a figure emerge from a door off of the kitchen, quickly registering a firearm in the intruders hand. Instinctively, without saying a word, she pushed Jack hard, knocking him off of the sofa to the floor. In one fluid motion, she retrieved her pistol from her waistband and fired a quick shot at the intruder.
Chas had entered the kitchen, gun drawn, expecting to find only JP Preston. Instead she saw a blonde woman and the profile of a curly haired man on the sofa. The woman had looked somewhat familiar, however, she quit processing that thought the moment the blonde pulled out her gun and fired in Chas’ direction. Chas instantly dove behind the kitchen counter, taking cover. Fuck! That went well, she thought, quickly calculating whether to fight or retreat.
Beth jumped from the sofa … toward the kitchen, and slid on the floor like a baseball player. She took a position on the opposite side of the kitchen counter where barstools had been placed. She quickly fired two rounds into the bottom of the quasi kitchen island, where she suspected the intruder had taken cover. She heard the 9mm rounds hit cookware and ricochet. Damn, she thought, eyeing the French doors and calculating fight or flight. If it was only her, flight would have been the likely choice … she could sense that the intruder was skilled and that a standoff wouldn’t be optimal. But, she couldn’t leave Jack. She was calculating her odds, when she was interrupted.
 
Jack was disoriented. Beth had practically thrown him to the floor when the intruder entered. Simultaneously she had squeezed off a few shots, then somehow ended up behind the kitchen bar counter, pumping more bullets into the cabinet base in hopes of hitting the assailant. 
“Fuck!” Jack shouted reflexively, crawling for cover behind the sofa … seeing JP taking cover behind his chair.
Luke had been standing in the garage near the door, connected to Bosco’s senses, so he’d know when the coast was clear and he could enter. He instinctively put his hands to his ears when the first shots rang out, and could smell the ignited gunpowder through Bosco as well. Chas, was all he could think of … that was until he heard the sound of someone shouting “Fuck,” through the chaos and bullets.
Still connected to Bosco, Luke had absolutely no doubt who it was that had shouted, he knew the voice was familiar, but Bosco knew who it was instantly. An image of Jack flashed in Luke’s mind. Oh fuck!, he thought, then ran into the house like a mad man.
“Jack, Chas! Luke shouted as he stormed through the entrance to the kitchen. In an instant Jack connected with Luke, verifying he was there. Luke saw Chas on the floor beside the kitchen cabinets, then saw Jack pop up from behind the sofa.
Beth heard the sound of someone storm in the house and shout. She couldn’t quite make out what they’d said through the ringing in her ears, but could see the shadow of a man, backlit from the kitchen lights, holding no weapon. She sensed her advantage, and quickly jumped up, pointing her weapon directly at Luke’s face. She was about to pull the trigger and fire, but held back, recognizing Luke.
Chas saw Luke storm in and yell, but her hearing was impaired too … from the gunfire in the enclosed area. She sensed the blonde had moved and quickly shot up from the floor, raised her gun and pointed it at the blonde. She was about to pull the trigger, but did a double take when Jack and Luke both shouted simultaneously “Don’t shoot!”
 
Five minutes later, everyone was sitting in JP’s den, only after Jack and Luke had poured their thoughts into each other’s head at the speed of light. Beth and Chastity sat across from each other, Beth on the sofa, Chas in a matching armchair. They both glared at each other, pistols in hand but laying them on their lap, like a couple of pissed off church ladies at a NRA meeting. Luke stood beside Chas, and Jack sat on the couch, letting Bosco lick his face. JP Preston sat in his chair, mouth open, wondering what the fuck had just happened. 
Luke was about to shoot Jack a thought, but he sensed it and cut his brother off, “Words,” he thought. 
Luke quickly understood what he meant, then asked, “What the fuck are you doing here? And holy fucking hell … what the fuck is she doing here? She kidnap you?” He asked looking at Beth.
“Nice to see you too,” Beth said sarcastically.
Jack ignored Beth’s comment and answered. “No … nothing like that. I’m helping her. We were here to see him,” he said, pointing to JP.
“Well, he’s a popular son of a bitch,” Chas piped up. “So are we.”
“Helping her?” Luke asked, totally fucking baffled. “You’re shitting me,” he said.
Jack got up from the sofa and looked at Chas and Beth. “Ladies, I need to have a quick word with my brother and clear up a few things. If we leave you alone for a few minutes, can you promise not to kill each other?”
Beth looked at Jack as if he were a kindergartner playing teacher. “No promises, but if Ms. Banks,” she said, remembering Chas’ name from their previous encounter, “Makes a move, then no … I don’t promise,” she said, staring at Chas.
Chas shook her head slightly, “Same. If the blonde bimbo over there can keep her trigger finger from itching, then I’ll play … but not for long,” she said, returning Beth’s stare.
“Can you have Bosco keep an eye on Mr. Preston?” Jack asked Luke, then turned toward Chas and Beth. “Since we all want to talk to him, I think it makes sense not to kill each other before we have a chat,” he said, while Bosco assumed a position in front of JP, growling and baring his teeth.
Jack and Luke walked to the dining room, and conversed mentally, which was significantly quicker and definitely more discreet.
“Helping her?” Luke asked.
Jack quickly summed up everything in a record time of two minutes. From Beth’s past, the search for her parent’s killers and her rapists, as well as Accelerating to uncover JP’s connection.
“Fuck,” was all Luke could say in reply, then quickly gave Jack the rundown as well … Amin’s father’s death and suspected murder, the murder of Amin’s friend Bug, the interrogation of Reed, the bogus financial transactions and how it all led to JP.
Now it was Jack’s turn. “Fuck,” he said in reply. He quickly pivoted, Amin’s parents? Oh God … that’s horrible. Why didn’t you call me?” Then remembered how he’d purposely left his phone in Las Vegas and shut down communications. 
“Dude, I tried, but you didn’t answer - had me in mental ‘do not disturb.’ Plus, things started getting hairy, quick,” Luke said.
“Shit. Man, I’m really sorry,” Jack said, then pivoted. “It’s crazy as fuck, but it looks like JP Preston is at the center of the universe for both of us now. We need to talk to him. Can you use Bosco to help with the questioning?” Jack asked.
“That’s why he’s here in the first place,” Luke shot back. He nodded toward the other room, “Now let’s go have a little fun!”

Chapter 67
An Uncomfortable Detente
Jack and Luke walked back into the den and found Chas and Beth still eyeballing the shit out of each other and Bosco systematically baring his teeth at JP Preston as if he’d just stolen one of his dog treats.
Jack looked at Beth then at Chas. “Can you ladies come with us for a quick second?” Jack asked, then looked at JP Preston and spoke. “If you’d stay put for a moment, we’d appreciate it. If you try to move, leave or make a call, then my canine friend here will most likely rip your neck out,” he said.
Beth and Chas followed Jack and Luke back to the dining room where the brothers filled them in on why each other was there and how all of their collective roads led back to JP Preston. Chas and Beth looked at them and then each other, not knowing quite what to make of it all.
“That’s just fucking freaky,” Chas said.
“What part?” Jack asked, “It’s all a bit freaky.”
Chas nodded toward Beth, “The part about you helping her,” Chas said. “She was trying to fucking kill us before. You do remember that?” She asked incredulously.
Beth quickly interrupted. “Honey, if I wanted to kill you, you’d have been dead already,” she said sarcastically, then turned serious. “Things have changed a bit. I’m taking time off to get a few answers. After I get them, then we can either go our separate ways, or finish what we started,” she said, raising her eyebrows at Chas.
Chas paused a beat, not breaking eye contact. “Get your answers, we’ll get ours, and then we’ll sort out the rest,” Chas said ominously.
 
Mike made it halfway up the same side of the house as Chas and Luke when he heard the distinctive pop of pistol fire from within the house … three shots, two different areas within the house. Shit, he said, hearing multiple voices within the house shouting. He quickly retreated back to his car and pulled out his silenced H&K MP5 automatic rifle. It was the same weapon he’d used as a Navy Seal, compact and completely illegal since it was capable of fully automatic fire. He set the weapon’s mode to ‘3 shot burst,’ and quietly headed back to JP’s house.
 
Chas and Beth had engaged in an uncomfortable detente of sorts. They neither spoke nor acknowledged the other’s existence, choosing to stand near opposite ends of the couch so they wouldn’t accidentally kill each other. Luke and Jack sat down on the couch in front of JP who was still glued to his chair, watching Bosco intermittently growl and bare his teeth.
“For the love of God, can someone tell me what the hell is going on?” JP said looking at Beth, wondering why she hadn’t killed them all.
Jack looked at Beth who replied with a nonchalant head jerk and an eye-roll as if to say, ‘go ahead.’ 
“JP … I hope you don’t mind me calling you that,” Jack said, turning his attention to the distinguished gentleman glued to his chair. “It seems as if we all have a few questions to ask you. Beth and I were planning on a more social call. They,” he said pointing to Luke and Chas, “Were planning on a less social approach.”
JP sat utterly confused as to why some unknown young man was now speaking to him, and completely terrified that Beth was there. “What the hell do I have to do with anything? I don’t even know you,” JP said nervously.
“Hmm,” Jack said. “So if I told you my name was Jack Glasser and that this was my brother Luke, our names wouldn’t ring a bell?”
Bewilderment was smeared all over JP’s face like like cheap lipstick on a hooker. Jack and Luke noticed the name recognition.
Jack continued. “Ok, so I take it you know who we are. So, here are the ground rules. We’ll get the hell out of here and leave you alone, but we need to get a few answers. Since time is at a premium, we’ll skip the niceties. My brother Luke will start if that’s OK?”
JP looked as if a burglar had just asked if he minded him trying on a few items of jewelry … just to see how they looked before stealing them. He nodded in silent acquiescence.
“JP … wow, such a pleasure to meet you,” Luke said, then added “Really love what you’ve done with the place,” he said in a ‘dick-like’ manner. “Here’s the deal, this guy here,” he said patting Bosco, “Is a world class canine lie detector. Tell us the truth and like my brother said, we’re out of here. Start lying and you’ll end up looking like a used tampon on a heavy day. We clear?”
Luke’s analogy was just nasty enough for Beth and Chas to shoot each other an ‘eeewww’-look of disgust and shake their heads, as if having an unexpected female bonding moment.
Luke continued. “So, here’s what’s on the menu for tonight big guy. That super bitch killer over there,” he said, pointing to Beth, “Was tracking down some really shitty humans that killed her family, ruined her life and turned her into the bitch that she is today. Money transfers and deposits to the Serbian shit-heads came from an account that you’re listed on.”
JP was about to speak when Luke shut him down. “Dude, just wait. I’m not finished,” he said like a teenager talking to his buddy at their school lockers. “That’s number one … for her,” he said nodding to Beth. “For me, I want to know why Doug Reed - you may remember him as a bent cop - said that you’re the reason that my friend’s church money is missing and his parents are dead. By the way, we think Reed may have a hand in that, and why you’re setting up a lady named Sheryl Locke to take the fall. She’s a really nice lady by the way … big on hunting down child rapists and shit. Pretty good at it too,” Luke said offhandedly, then sat back in the sofa. “Yeah, I know. That’s a pretty big menu, but I suggest you pick an entree and start talking,” he said, then smiled casually.
JP shook his head, “I don’t know what you’re talking about! Beth … I don’t know anything,” he pleaded, looking at her for help. Beth just stared blankly at him, not saying a word.
Even without being connected to Bosco, Luke could tell JP was a lying bag of shit. He shot Bosco an image and the dog quickly obeyed, jumping up on JP’s chest, issuing one loud bark and a growl, face to face with JP. JP instinctively tried to push the dog away, but at eighty-five pounds - twenty pounds of it teeth - it didn’t work out well for JP. Bosco instinctively chomped down on JP’s hand, quickly releasing it, but only after delivering two-hundred pounds per square inch of bite force into his flesh. JP cried out and grabbed his hand in pain.
Beth and Chas looked at each other again, first in amazement, then as if to indicate it was the coolest shit either had seen. Jack sat up quickly, shocked. He’d never seen Bosco bite anyone.
“Oh no,” Luke said, wadding up his face. “I guess you didn’t believe me. Damn, that’s gotta hurt,” Luke sighed. “Why don’t you take a deep breath and think about the consequences of lying.” Luke shook his head, looking at JP’s bleeding hand. “Shit,” he said, exasperated. “Let me get you a hand towel or something for that,” nodding toward JP’s hand.
 
Mike put his compact 9mm Glock in his belt holster and made his way back toward the side of the garage, automatic assault rifle in hand. He hopped the wrought iron fence as everyone else had and made his way to the door leading into the garage. He twisted the handle. It was open, but he didn’t go in. He remembered the layout of JP’s house. The only way into the house from the garage was through the laundry room and kitchen, which felt like a killing zone. It would be easy to get pinned down, especially when there were unknown others with guns inside. He remembered the pool deck and the bank of French doors. Easier to identify the targets, he thought.
He silently made his way back to the pool deck and stopped short, flattening his back against the rear wall of the house in an attempt to hear what was happening inside. There was silence for a moment and he thought everyone may have left, until he heard Jack Glasser identify himself. Holy shit, he thought, then heard the carnival barker and his dog, who he now learned was none other than Luke Glasser. Beth was inside, but acting strangely … as if she was allied with the brothers.
Mike quickly retreated back to the side of the side of the garage, pulled out his phone and called Chuck. “We have a serious situation,” he said quietly. “I need you to advise,” Mike said, then quickly laid out everything he’d heard … especially the separate lines of questioning as well as Beth being there, doing nothing and likely in league with the Glasser brothers.
Chuck listened, feeling faint … as if his world was coming unglued. “Fuck,” he whispered to himself, then barked an order. “Take them all,” he said.
“All? As in Beth too?” Mike asked.
“All of them … her too,” Chuck replied.
Mike quickly disconnected, and stood still for a beat. I trained her, he stood thinking of Beth. She’s a friend, then quickly pivoted, realizing that if she knew about the financial connection between JP and the Serbs from Paris, then she wasn’t far from piecing together an entire web of deceit that would leave him and Chuck with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. If she hadn’t already. If she did know, there would be no doubt that he and Chuck would be killed in a truly horrific way … he knew she would see to that. The mental calculation in his head took only moments to process. He flicked the safety off his H&K and crept back to the pool deck … to kill everyone.
 

Chapter 68
A Hail of Bullets
Silencers aren’t exactly silent, especially on an MP5 assault rifle, but they do tend to shave a few decibels off of a horrifically loud weapon. Mike stood back by the French door. He assumed it would be open, but he wasn’t about to take any chances. He clearly heard JP’s voice and heard the nervous man begin to wind up, as if to explain the monetary transactions between himself, Dragin and Dedic. Shit … I’ve got to do this now! Mike shouted in his head. With his compact weapon set to 3-shot bursts, he swung around quickly and fired a single short burst through the door glass into JP Preston’s chest, then raised his tactical boot and kicked the French doors where they met, causing them to violently swing open into the house. He knew that Beth and the unidentified female were his greatest threat. Seeing them at opposite ends of the sofa, he turned the MP5 in their direction, letting off a stream of three shot bursts.
 
Luke stood in the kitchen, rummaging through drawers trying to find a dishtowel to wrap around JP’s mauled hand. He heard glass break and the muted pop of a firearm being discharged. He saw JP’s chest ripped apart, blood flying and hitting the cream colored walls. He heard Beth shout “Down,” and he reflexively dropped to the floor, taking cover behind the counter.
Both Beth and Chastity saw the figure emerge behind the glass doors leading from the pool deck and instinctively reached for their weapons. They were in the process of drawing them from their waistbands, when they saw the flash of automatic weapon fire and JP jerk uncontrollably from the impact. The gunman was lighting fast, and kicked the doors in and trained his weapon on them in one fluid motion. “Down,” was all Beth could shout as she and Chas hit the deck behind the sofa, bullets ripping into the wall, behind where they’d just been standing. Jack stared in horror at JP’s bullet riddled body, unable to process what was happening, when he heard Beth shout. He managed to make just enough synapses fire to throw himself to the floor and roll behind JP’s chair, in an attempt to put a barrier between him and the gunman.
Beth lay on the floor, in a state of momentary shock. Mike … Christ … it’s Mike!, she realized. She was knocked from her thoughts as bullets ripped into the seat cushions of the sofa as Mike tried to pin Chas and Beth down, hoping that his bullets would find flesh. 
Luke snapped out of his state of shock, still realizing he was connected to Bosco. Bosco knew what gunfire meant, having been shot before, and had crawled behind JP’s chair as well. From Bosco’s vantage point, Luke could see the gunman turn his head slightly. Through Bosco, Luke could see the gunman swing his weapon toward Jack, and move toward him.
“No!” Luke screamed, jumping up from behind the counter. He flung his hand toward a canister set perched atop the granite counter, flinging the glass containers at the gunman to create a distraction. Luke’s eyes widened as the gunman turned and aimed his weapon in his direction, then dove down behind the cabinets again, as a hail of bullets ripped over his head, where he’d just been standing.
Neither Beth nor Chas had visuals on the gunman from behind the couch, but both knew Luke had distracted him … at least momentarily. Without coordination, but in complete unison, they both leaned from behind the couch and fired in the gunman’s direction. They heard what sounded like a grunt, then felt the thud of automatic weapon fire hitting the sofa as they pulled back quickly.
 
Mike knew he had Beth and the other woman pinned down, but only for a moment. There was no time to waste. He saw Jack Glasser from the corner of his eye … had seen him dive down behind JP’s chair, and had a clear shot at his hip and shoulder. He quickly walked over for a better shot and aimed his weapon, but quickly pivoted when he heard the brother from behind the counter, and saw him sling something off of the counter in his direction. In an instant, Mike rotated his weapon to eliminate the threat and let loose three bursts in Luke’s direction, then felt a sharp sting on the side of his thigh, then the crack of gunfire emanating from the sofa. He quickly aimed this weapon toward Beth and Chas, sending a barrage of lead in their direction. He was in a stand off and wounded, that much he knew. He quickly calculated his odds and options as his index finger continued to squeeze the trigger, beginning to drain his extra capacity clip. He walked backwards quickly toward the open French doors, finger still on the trigger, then turned and ran as fast as he could, his leg screaming in pain. They’ll follow, he thought. At least Beth will, he knew. He hobbled over the fence by the garage, limped midway down the front yard, slid down behind behind a row of ornamental boxwood hedges, and popped a fresh clip into his weapon, waiting for Beth and her new friend.
 
Chas and Beth heard Mike retreat. Both paused a beat, then instantly made it to their feet and through the open French doors, running after the gunman … Bosco at their heels. 
“Go left,” Beth shouted toward Chas, who immediately turned and ran toward the hedgerow on the far side of the yard. They both hopped the fence, while Bosco made it in one leap.
They’d just made it over the fence when bullets ripped through the hedge in front of Chas, and tore up earth in front of Beth. Both dropped and rolled for cover, sending bullet’s in the direction of where they’d perceived fire. Bosco squatted immediately, making himself smaller as he edged toward the garage wall.
Dammit … no comms!, Beth thought, realizing that they were dealing with a pro. Someone who’d trained her and who was lethal as fuck. She knew Mike would want to move, but he’d stay still longer than the normal person … he was a trained sniper and she knew that it would take a long time before the ice water in his veins reached room temperature. She also knew that Mike was stealthy bastard … she’d worked ops with him and knew he was as silent a killer as carbon monoxide. Fuck, she shouted in her head.
Luke quickly got off the kitchen floor and ran to Jack to see if he was OK. Seeing that he was, he connected with Bosco, saw where he was and could see both Beth and Chas on the ground, taking cover. Through Bosco’s keen ears, he heard movement one hundred fifty feet away, then what sounded like quick footsteps on grass, moving away quickly. Bosco leapt up to pursue, but Luke quickly shut him down. Having almost lost his best friend before, he wasn’t going to let him get shot again. Somewhere off to the south, four or five houses down, Bosco heard the gunman’s uneven footsteps on pavement, the sound of a car door opening, the engine starting and the car driving away. Luke knew the gunman was gone.
“Come on man, let’s get the fuck out of here,” Luke shouted to Jack, who was standing over JP, staring at his bloody chest. “He’s gone,” Luke said, waving his hand for Jack to follow.
Jack and Luke stepped out of the house and found their way to the wrought iron fence, using the gate this time. 
“Get down,” Beth implored as she saw the brothers walking through the lawn and Bosco run over to greet them.
“He’s gone … bugged out, hit the fucking road, or whatever you people say,” Luke said without stopping, then yelled for Chas, “Chas, let’s go.”
Bosco followed Luke, while Jack walked toward Beth, who was watching Luke … waiting for him to be cut to ribbons by automatic gunfire. Chas popped out of the hedgerow and made her way toward Luke, pointing her pistol in the direction of the gunman’s last position.
“The guy’s gone,” Jack said to Beth. 
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Beth said, still not standing up.
Jack knew he couldn’t tell her that Luke had heard it all via Bosco, so he quickly said, “Luke saw the guy leave and drive away. He’s really gone … and we need to be gone too,” he said.
Beth got up, looked around and walked to the street with Jack. Luke and Chas had slowed a moment to wait for them, still hidden in the shadows of the trees near the property line.
“We’ll meet up,” Luke said, “The place.”
Jack did’t know what fucking place Luke was talking about, but assumed he’d just said that for Chas and Beth’s benefit. Almost immediately Luke connected with him and gave him directions to a Waffle House, Downtown, near Luke’s hotel.
“Meet where?” Beth asked Jack as she got in the car and threw it in drive.
“Waffle House,” Jack said. It’s downtown … I know how to get there.
“Shit,” Beth said, turning the corner and looking for signs of police … received at not seeing any. She blew out a deep breath to calm her nerves. “Yeah, after a fucking shoot out and almost getting killed, a waffle sounds good,” she said, driving toward downtown.
 
Day 8
Friday
 

Chapter 69
Age Before Beauty
The Waffle House waitress assumed that the ladies at the table were pissed at each other, which wasn’t unusual for most humans who showed up at her restaurant after 12:00 a.m. The waitress also noted that their male counterparts were reveling in the tension between the two women, the young men smiling at each other and slightly nodding toward their dates. She also noted a large brown dog in the drivers seat of the car parked outside of the restaurant, his head hanging out of the window with a perpetual dog smile.
Beth and Chas looked up at the waitress. She was a forty plus woman who looked as if this was her third shift of the day and used fake butter as a hair and face product. The lines on the waitresses face were prematurely deep and the fluorescent lighting accentuated every flaw that one would normally attempt to cover up. Beth and Chas both rapid fired their orders, simultaneously, causing the waitress to shake her head and say, “Whoa, girls. One at a time,” in a slow, southern, ‘hey-girl’ drawl.
“Go,” Beth said to Chas, curling her mouth and turning up her nose as if she’d caught a whiff of the dumpster.
“No hon … age before beauty,” Chas replied, mimicking a sweet, southern drawl. Her ‘bitch-face’ out ‘resting’ mode.
Beth shot her a Hannibal Lecter smile and ordered two eggs over medium and a waffle. Chas was about to order the same thing, but couldn’t give Beth the satisfaction, opting for scrambled eggs and a waffle. Jack and Luke ordered the exact same things as their respective ‘dates,’ then a side of eggs and bacon - to go - for Bosco.
When the waitress left, Beth and Chas resumed their stare down. Chas finally spoke. “So I assume that the party crasher this evening was a friend of yours?”
Beth looked at the water stained ceiling tiles for a moment, then spoke. “You could say that. It looks as if our friendship has gotten a bit more complicated,” she said. Beth paused again, looked at Jack, Luke, then back to Chas and shook her head as if to say ‘what the fuck?’ She continued, “Just so we’re clear, I have no fucking clue why I’m here instead of going after the … umm, party crasher. This feels like a total waste of time and I have no friggin’ clue who you really are,” she said, pointing her surprisingly well manicured finger at Chas. “In my world, that’s a non-starter.”
With Jack’s help - whispering in Luke’s head on the drive over - Chas and Luke had come up with a story of sorts … one that would hopefully take down the temperature between Beth and Chas. Jack had told Luke that he was getting close to having Beth open up about the Organization … that he was the closest to getting operational intelligence from Beth now that Sarina was on the bench. He also told Luke to perform a truly unnatural act … to shut the fuck up and not be a dick. The thought made Luke want to puke, but he agreed and helped craft a narrative for Chas.
“Sarina Green was a friend of mine,” Chas finally said, taking a sip of coffee from the undersized mug. “I worked with her at the Department of Agriculture,” she said. “Sarina shared a bit of what she was doing on the side … I assume for whoever you work for. She was trying to figure out a way to get me involved. Me keeping tabs on this one,” Chas said, tipping her head in Luke’s direction, “Was her idea. Just so happened he’s kinda fun to hang around,” Chas said, raising her eyes at Luke.
Beth considered what Chas said, not moving, and not changing her expression. Beth’s deadpan features were like those of a large cat … one that was either ready to pounce, or go to sleep. 
Beth finally spoke, “Sarina … well, that was unfortunate. I didn’t want to,” she said, referring to killing her, “But it had to be done … for this one,” Beth said, nodding toward Jack.
Chas was about to reply, when Luke cut in. “Great … now that we’ve done intros and you two are ‘BFF’s,’ let’s skip the favorite colors and food part and figure out what next. We didn’t get any goddamn answers from you know who,” he said, trying to contain his annoyance.
Beth considered what Luke said. “I may not have the answers yet, but I must be getting close for someone to want me and JP off the board,” she said as if talking to herself. “From my side, there has been a bit more light thrown on the situation.” With Mike in the picture, she was acutely aware that there was an Organization component that was deeper than she or Draper knew about.
Chas was about to reply, but stopped when the waitress returned, six plates resting on her arms and a coffee pot dangling from a finger. When the food was put down and the waitress left. 
Chas continued, somewhat exasperated herself. “We’ve got nothing but questions. We have a dead pedofile cop, and some crazy computer hackers who drained a church bank account - hackers that appear to be eastern European - with a novel way of shifting money within a bank to make thefts hard to trace. We also know that they were setting up a woman named Sheryl Locke to take the fall … probably to get her off the pedofile’s ass, or just to cover their asses. We have no flaming clue if it stopped at JP or if someone else was pulling the strings.”
“Shit baby, that’s a lot of words,” Luke said with a shit eating grin, digging into his waffle.
Jack stared off into space, absently chewing his waffle, then almost spit it out. “Sheryl Locke?” He said, through a mouthful of syrupy fried bread, as if he’d just solved string theory. “Shit,” he said, looking at Beth. “Sheryl Locke … that’s the other name … the other name that came up when I Accelerated!”
Luke looked concerned and Chas looked confused. 
“Accelerated? What the fuck is that?” Chas asked.
Beth shot her a quick look and said, “Never mind, not important.” She quickly turned to Jack and raised her eyebrows as if to ask, “Is it possible?”
Jack answered her unspoken question slowly, as if arranging his thoughts on the fly. “Well, every name that surfaced - I mean, every person that is - is dead. So … yeah, sounds likely,” he said, now turning serious.
“Do you mean what I think you mean?” Chas asked, putting down her fork.
“Yeah … I think it does,” Beth said, dropping her fork and getting up.
Jack and Luke looked at each other, momentarily stunned. Jack threw a hundred dollar bill on the table and they all hauled ass out of the restaurant, leaving their half eaten food. 
“Follow us,” Luke yelled, as they piled into their cars.
________________
Mike had driven by Sheryl Locke’s house - home office, or whatever it was - on the way to JP’s. He’d seen the lights on and three figures moving in the house and had taken a look at the building and surrounding area via satellite as well. He’d filed the information away mentally for his trip back to her house after killing JP. He’d taken care of JP, but knew he was running out of time and was truly fucked. Beth had seen him. He was convinced of that. Taking her off the board - now that he was exposed - wouldn’t be easy, and would likely leave him dangling from a rope that was unravelling quickly. He knew Beth, and knew she wouldn’t stop coming. He also knew his fate was in Chuck’s hands. Chuck would either completely disavow him, or hopefully come up with a plausible explanation that would cover his ass with Draper. That’s fucking thin, he thought, realizing that he was going to be out in the cold, hunted and looking for a place to hide out … after he dealt with Sheryl Locke. 
He’d thought about bypassing Locke all together. On some level he wanted to run … to get the hell out and put as much distance between himself and Beth as humanly possible. But Locke had somehow found the kink in the hacker’s code … figured out the micro-transactions, or at least had more knowledge of the operation than she should. If he was on the run, he’d need money. He had some stashed, but not nearly enough for the long haul … and he had no doubt, it would be a long haul. Chuck was right about the financial malware being crucial to the Organization’s operations … or at least Chuck’s, and especially his, now that he was most likely on the run for an indeterminate amount of time. 
He looked down at his thigh. It hurt like a bitch, but knew it was only a flesh wound. He’d put cauterizing powder on it during the drive over, almost hitting a curb when his eyesight temporarily failed due to the pain. It was throbbing now, but he wasn’t bleeding. He popped a Vicodin and felt the pain slowly subside. He’d taken enough of the pills over his career that he knew he could still function on the amount he’d just taken. He’d be at ninety percent, but his ninety percent was still better than anyone he’d run into … with the exception of Beth. He’d be in and out of Locke’s place quickly, end her life, drive to North Carolina, then fly to God-knows where. He thought about the MP5 automatic weapon in the backseat, then opted for his trusty Glock, screwing a suppressor on the barrel. He quietly got out and walked toward his last job of the night.

Chapter 70
Pull The Trigger
At 1:00 a.m. Amin was on Sherlock’s couch, flicking through his computer, scrutinizing the financial code that he’d somewhat deconstructed. It was elegant as hell, he had to admit. Ransomware was one thing, but this was truly nefarious, written by a creative group of criminals. He originally thought it was eastern European in origin … that’s what he’d gleaned from the style of the code, but Quan had backtracked an upload - from an IP address that was supposedly spoofed - that indicated that the group may actually be operating out of Paris. He rubbed his head contemplating the implications for financial institutions … for the very foundations of banking as we know it. If it was distributed widely, it would be the equivalent of a global financial pandemic. Shit, he thought, staring at the screen. 
Quan was back to staring at Sherlock’s family pictures, rocking back and forth a bit, nervous that they hadn’t heard from Luke or Chas. Sherlock was in the kitchen, making another cup of coffee - coffee which was deemed ‘thoroughly appropriate’ by Quan - and putting together a late night snack as they waited for news from Chas and Luke.
Sherlock had opened up the pantry looking for condiments and never heard the man move behind her, clamp his hand on her mouth and put his gun to her temple. “Don’t speak,” was all the man said, then led her back into the living room.
Amin noticed Sherlock coming from the kitchen, but his eyes were still glued to his computer. “Food ready?” He asked.
Sherlock said nothing, then Amin heard Quan gasp. Amin looked up to see Sherlock with a gun to her head and man dressed in black tactical gear telling him and Quan to get down on the floor, face down.
________________
The Glasser crew arrived at Sherlock’s approximately forty five minutes after the shit show at JP’s house and parked a few doors down. Beth saw a nondescript, black sedan - most likely a rental - parked near them. She quickly walked over and put her hand on the hood. It was still hot.
“Think he’s there?” Chas asked, popping another clip into her pistol.
“I’m pretty sure,” Beth replied, then said, “You two,” nodding to Luke and Jack, “Stay here. This is my show.”
“Our show,” Chas interrupted. 
Beth shook her head ‘no,’ then paused and reconsidered. “Ok … but you need to do exactly what I say,” she said, then walked around the car and popped the trunk. Hidden from view, Beth took her top off, exposing her running bra. She quickly put on a thin bullet proof vest - one she’d used before and was made to her unique specifications - then pulled her top back down over it. She walked back to the car where Chas was standing. “Here’s the deal,” Beth said, matter of factly, “Don’t fucking shoot him … no matter what goes down. You can fire in his direction, but don’t fucking hit him. He needs to get away. We clear?”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Chas said, completely confused.
“I don’t have time to explain. You’re going to have to trust me,” Beth said, her expression cast in stone. She turned to Jack and Luke, “If you see him run and make it to the car, then let him go. Don’t try to chase him or follow him,” she said.
Jack and Luke were about to protest, if only to protect their male egos, when they shot each a quick thought, simultaneously saying “I’m good with that shit,” then turned to Beth and nodded.
Chas stared at Beth a beat. It was obvious Beth had a plan, and she wasn’t sharing. “Fine,” Chas said. “Maybe I should bring the bastard a bottle of water?” She said under her breath as they walked the hedge line to Sherlock’s house, their suppressed pistols at their sides.
 
Chas and Beth made it to the rear door of Sherlock’s house, the entry into the kitchen. They kept their heads down, but heard the sound of a man and woman talking … actually the woman crying and the man demanding something. 
Beth instantly recognized the voice. Mike, she thought. Beth slowly raised her head to look through the kitchen window, and saw Sherlock at her computer with Mike standing over her, gun at her head. Mike’s back was toward the kitchen door and she saw Amin and Quan, stretched out in the middle of the living room floor, face down and hog tied. Hell, at least they’re out of the way, she thought.
Beth slowly lowered herself to speak to Chas. “Remember what I said. I’ll go in high, but there’s a bank of cabinets between my guy and the woman. Don’t be seen unless you have to … and don’t fucking kill him,” Beth said, looking for agreement.
Chas rolled her eyes and nodded. “Your show … for now,” she said.
Between the shouting and the crying, neither Mike nor Sherlock heard the kitchen door open slightly behind them. Mike looked at his watch. It had been ten minutes and he was scrutinizing Sherlock and her files related to financials, looking for any incriminating evidence she might have. He already had Amin’s and Quan’s laptops and would burn the house to the ground upon leaving, but needed to get anything and everything to make sure that the Organization’s malware wasn’t compromised. Shit, I’ve got ten minutes max, then I’m hauling ass. There can’t be any witnesses, he thought, as he commanded Sherlock to go faster.
Mike was caught completely off guard upon hearing his name being shouted, then turned quickly and raised his pistol in the direction of the familiar voice. He saw Beth through in the dining room doorway, her finger wrapped around her Sig, squeezing the trigger, and sending a bullet past his head. He wasted no time and fired two shots into her chest … one directly in her heart. He walked over to her, his gun still trained on her. He saw Beth’s body convulse slightly, her eyes blank and staring at the ceiling, not breathing. He convulsed slightly himself, witnessing the death of Draper’s Girl … Beth, his own protege, while watching the blood pour out of her body. He had no time … he assumed the other woman would be coming in soon. He shook himself out of his momentary shock and put his pistol to Sheryl Locke’s head and said, “I’m sorry.”
 
Chas squatted behind the counter watching Beth slowly make her way through the darkened kitchen toward the dining room entrance. She’s not fucking taking cover! She thought. When Beth shouted Mike’s name, Chas was shocked, but stayed put, remembering what Beth had said. When she heard two shots fired and Beth’s body fall to the floor, she had her doubts that this was truly Beth’s plan. From her vantage point, she saw Beth’s body straddling the dining entrance, convulsing in a death spasm. She tried to process what was happening. Was this part of Beth’s plan? It can’t be! She shouted in her head, then heard the man named Mike say, “I’m sorry.”
Chas jumped up from behind the counter to see Sherlock with a gun in her face and Mike ready to pull the trigger … ready to end Sheryl Locke’s life. Chas made a split second decision, and put a round into Mike’s shoulder, who now faced her. Reflexively he dropped his gun and dove to the ground. Chas aimed directly at him, then quickly thought, I can’t believe I’m fucking doing this, firing several rounds in Mike’s direction, purposely not hitting him. Mike had ducked down and rolled behind a chair. Hearing bullets tear after him, he made a snap decision. He hurled himself out of the side window of the living room. Short bushes broke his fall, glass all around him. The pain in his shoulder was intense, but he was running on full adrenaline. In a flash, he rolled from the bushes, made it to his car, jumped in and hauled ass into the Atlanta darkness.
 
Luke had heard the pop of suppressed gunfire through his connection with Bosco and urged Jack to dip down in the seat. Bosco dropped in the backseat, but kept his head up slightly. Connected to Bosco, Luke saw a man fly through Sherlock’s living room window, roll out of the bushes and sprint across the yard, limping slightly as he made it to his car. Tires screeched as he left.
After thirty seconds, Luke said,“Fuck,” shooting a thought to Jack. “Should we go in now?” Think it’s safe?”
“I guess,” was all Jack could muster in reply, as Luke opened the door and motioned for him to come.
When they entered the house, they saw Sherlock frantically cutting zip ties from Amin’s wrists and ankles, Quan still on the floor, eyes wide with shock. Chas was kneeling by Beth, who was splayed on the floor, not moving.
“Beth,” Jack screamed, running over to her lifeless body. He quickly ran his hand behind her back, looking for an exit hole, while probing her chest with his other hand, trying to find the entry hole and stop the bleeding, if only for a moment. His hand was bloody from the wound to her chest, but as he probed for the bullets entry point, his finger hit something hard, unable to move it any deeper into the wound. He saw Beth’s eyes flicker then open slowly. He moved back, eyes wide open as if watching Lazarus return from the dead.
Beth squinted, seeing Chas and Jack kneeling over her … Luke looking on. 
“Fuck,” Beth said hoarsely, “That was pleasant.”

Chapter 71
Love Notes
The Glasser crew … all of them, were seated in Chas and Luke’s hotel suite. Amin, Quan and Sherlock took the sofa, Chas and Luke sat on the floor - backs against the bedroom wall - petting Bosco. Jack and Beth sat in armchairs across from the sofa. They all had five-dollar, mini-bar, bottled waters in their hands and Luke was chomping a Snickers bar that tasted every bit as good as a ten dollar candy bar should.
They had all sat quietly, in a state of shock before Chas finally spoke up, “You mind explaining our little adventure?” She asked Beth.
Beth rubbed her chest instinctively, then grimaced from the bruise on her sternum. Breathing hurt and she purposely tried to limit her words, which came out strained. “I needed him to think I’m dead,” she said.
“And then what?” Luke spoke up?
“Then find out what the fuck is really going on,” Beth said.
Luke looked at her closely. Connected to Bosco, he could tell - even through the pain - Beth was telling the truth. He’d also sensed something akin to remorse earlier that evening when she spoke of killing Sarina. Hmm, maybe the dragon lady does have a soul, he thought, then quickly put it out of his mind. 
Luke finally replied, “Well, good for you. Glad it all worked out, but we’re still fucked. You let the only motherfucker who could shed any light on Amin’s parent’s death and Sherlock’s set up, get away. Thanks a million,” he said.
Beth’s expression softened ever so slightly, then she grimaced again. “Sorry about that,” then she looked at Amin. “I know we haven’t seen eye to eye … especially with me almost killing you,” she paused, then continued, “But I’m sorry about your parents. I know what that’s like,” she said softly.
Amin and Quan were still gobsmacked by Beth’s presence and Jack’s seemingly resurgent attraction to her. Amin shook his head slightly and said gently, “Lady, I really don’t know what to make of you.”
Beth shrugged as if to say, ‘I get it.’ She looked over at the coffee table in front of the sofa and noticed a stack of papers. Papers which looked like medical reports. “What’s that?” she asked, tried to point, then spasmed a bit from the pain.
Jack got up, picked up the papers and flipped through them.
“Toxicology and coroners report,” Luke said, solemnly. Amin just looked on, blankly.
Jack flipped through the pages curiously, taking in everything at the speed of a computer, then said, “Walk me through everything.”
Luke, Chas, Amin and Quan laid everything out. From Amin’s friend Bug getting him out of the house, the time with Mercedes, Amin’s parents death, the missing church money and the code, seeing Doug Reed kill Bug, as well as talking to Amin’s parent’s doctor and the hostess at the restaurant, where Amin’s parents were supposedly ‘over served.’ After forty five minutes, they wrapped up everything that had happened.
Jack squinted his eyes, trying to piece everything together, sitting in silence.
Beth spoke first. “So an overdose? And you said your parents didn’t drink, right?” She asked. Amin nodded in reply and Beth continued. “Dilaudid you said? That was in their system too? So, that and the alcohol combo was what ultimately killed them?” She asked.
“Yeah … supposedly. At least according to the tox report,” Luke said, wondering where she was going with the questions.”
“You also said there was a note?” She asked Amin.
Amin nodded, then got up, went into his computer bag and pulled it out. He handed it to Beth, not really understanding why he was even offering information based on his previous experience with her.
Beth groaned as she lifted the page and held it up to the light. “Is there anything unusual about the diction … the way it’s written?” She asked.
Amin thought about it and took back the note to read again more closely. The handwriting was his Father’s for sure. Then it hit him. He got up quickly and fished out the other note from his father he’d kept as well, then compared them. “Your Father,” was how his father always signed his notes … no matter if it was a grocery list or a ‘love note’ asking him to help with household chores. The suicide note was signed “Dad.”
Amin felt a lump in his throat expand. Barely able to speak, Amin handed his father’s notes to Beth while Jack looked on. Amin told them about his epiphany … explaining his father’s unique way of signing notes. “He didn’t write it the suicide note,” he finally said, glassy-eyed.
Beth sat for a moment, deep in thought. She’d been part of a few ‘accidental overdoses’ before, and knew how to make them look plausible. She shuddered for a moment, thinking of the people she’d killed that way, watching the hope fade from their eyes, knowing what was coming. She snapped out of her momentary trip down memory lane. “The funeral hasn’t happened yet? Has it?” She asked.
Amin shook his head. “No. I’ve got to get the arrangements finalized,” he said, remembering that he still had to bury his parents … his last living relatives.
“I’ve got that taken care of,” Chas quickly spoke, then got up to rub Amin’s shoulders, who was now visibly distraught. 
Beth looked at Luke, then at Sherlock. “Have the coroner look for marks between his parent’s toes,” she said, then turned to Luke and Amin. “If you haven’t spoken to the police yet, make sure that you do. Tell them you saw Reed kill Amin’s friend. Reed’s dead now, so make sure you add something about him admitting to killing Amin’s parents,” she said.
“Ok,” Luke said slowly. “But we’re not really sure if he did or didn’t,” he said.
“Doesn’t matter,” Beth shot back. “You said Doug Reed was a pedofile, right?” She asked Sherlock, who quickly nodded. “Look, based on what you’ve said, I have no doubt Doug Reed is the killer. He’s dirty. He unleashed his sickness on kids and you know for a fact he killed Amin’s friend. You need the police to dig deep into him. You already put the child rape videos back on his computer, right?” She turned to ask Sherlock, almost vomiting at the thought. Sherlock nodded.
Beth continued, “I’d be willing to bet, they’ll find syringes laced with Dilaudid at Reed’s house. But you have to get them to look for it,” she said. “Also,” she said as if she forgot something, “Have the coroner look for a small puncture mark here,” she said, pointing to her right side abdomen, “Near their livers. That would be a likely spot to inject alcohol in their system,” she said, knowing that if Reed had done that, he’d have had to wait at least twenty minutes before loading Amin’s parents up with Dilaudid. It would have been a horrible thing to witness.
Everyone stared at Beth, mouths slightly open, then looked at each other.
“Fuck … that’s interesting,” Luke said, slowly, appreciating Beth’s line of thought.
“While you’re at it, take a look at the Doctor too. Something doesn’t feel right with him,” Beth added.
 
It was 4:00 a.m. and nothing more could be done. Everyone was tired, physically exhausted and in need of sleep. Luke, Chas, Sherlock and Amin committed to speaking to the coroner and the police first thing in the morning, then retired to their bedrooms. Sherlock left too, saying she was going to get a hotel room for the night. Amin tried to get her to stay, but after the events of the last few evenings, she declined, saying that she needed some time to process … away from her house and way from them. She committed to meeting them the next day to help with the police and coroner.
Beth and Jack remained in their chairs, at one point touching hands like a couple in a Cialis commercial. 
Beth was lost in thought, but Jack had an itch in his brain and couldn’t help but interrupt. “How did you know about the note?” Jack asked.
Beth looked at him then pondered the question. There were a lot of things that she instinctively knew - much like Jack - but how she knew some of them occasionally got lost in the laundry basket of experience. It took her a minute to suss out exactly how she’d come to that conclusion.
“Well,” she said, “His father was a preacher … old school too. That meant he most likely wrote out his sermons by hand. Most people think they can copy another persons handwriting, but it’s never that easy. The most effective way to do it is to trace words from an original document … something written in that persons actual handwriting. It’s not that hard, and I’d be willing to bet that the pages that Reed used are still in the house, and the paper is slightly more indented over the words he traced. When I saw the note Amin showed me, it made sense. His note from his father was ripped from a standard notebook, and there were obvious indentations from where his dad had written on the page above it,” she said.
“Wow,” was all Jack could say, again smacked with the realization that Beth was skilled in ways that he couldn’t fathom.
Beth shrugged and stared off again. 
“You OK?” Jack asked, after a long beat.
Beth paused, “Not really,” she said.
“Anything I can do?” He whispered.
She wrinkled her forehead. She was in pain, not only from the gunshot, but from the realization of Mike’s betrayal … the one man that she truly thought that had her back. Worse, she had a nagging feeling that she was missing something. Then it hit her.
“Yeah, you can do something. Can you please bring me my bag … my equipment bag,” she said, pointing to her ‘tools of the trade’ bag she carried her weapons and electronic equipment in.
Jack got up quickly and placed the bag in her lap. She unzipped it, removed the Stingray device, and he set the bag on the floor. She looked through the entry log and found the approximate time for the JP interview … the interview that ended so badly. She found what she was looking for … Mike’s phone number. She looked down at the number Mike had called at JP’s house and instantly recognized the digits. She felt a lump in her throat and a tear form in the corner of her eye. “Fuck,” was all she could whisper.

Chapter 72
Justice For The Innocent
Later, at 10:30 a.m. that morning, Jack stirred and moved his arm towards Beth’s side of the bed for a morning hug, that oddly enough, felt comfortable and ‘lived-in’ recently. He expected to feel the familiar body of his ex, now current lover, but instead, there was nothing but an empty space and a note that read, “Thank you for everything. I need to sort things out.” 
Jack sat up, rubbed his eyes, and wondered if he’d ever see Draper’s Girl again. 
 
By noon a large contingent of the Glasser crew made their way to the Atlanta police station. Chas drove Luke, Amin & Sherlock to the police station, but stayed out of the line of questioning, pretending that she didn’t know anything. She knew that Colonel Rhodes would likely be pissed that she’d engaged in an operation of sorts without cluing him in and the subsequent conversation about it would be a bitch. The ultra secret branch within the Department of Agriculture was supposed to stay secret. Her running around Atlanta with her gun hanging out, wouldn’t exactly meet Rhode’s definition of secret, but she’d cross that bridge and jump off of it when she got there.
The police weren’t exactly thrilled that Amin & Luke had waited so long to come forward in the death of LaDarius (Bug) Johnson. As always, between Luke’s powers of persuasion, his ability to read others and perpetual ability to pull plausible explanations out of his ass, the police actually agreed to take another look at Amin’s parent’s case. At least that’s what he thought. The fact that Sherlock was there and was universally respected within the department for her work on behalf of the Child Rescue Coalition, was really the reason. Even Luke knew that deep down.
Luke and Amin’s explanation had been simple, that a black man - Amin in this instance - had seen his black friend killed by a police officer … one whom they heard admit to killing Amin’s parents. Until they saw Doug Reed’s face on the news as a suicide, they were scared shitless of the guy and didn’t want to be next, which was why they’d kept their mouths shut initially. According to the narrative they’d concocted, they hadn’t even told Sherlock. When they did tell her, it was Sherlock who decided to use extra discretion, bringing them directly to the police, versus shouting over a loudspeaker to the entire black community. At least that was their story, and they stuck with it. With the recent killing of an unarmed black man by police, and the subsequent unrest that scarred the city, the Atlanta police were quick to forgive Amin’s and Luke’s tardiness in coming forward, and thanked Sherlock profusely.
As a result, the police officially re-opened the case and Amin’s parent’s funeral was postponed for a few days, so the coroner could reexamine their bodies. Sherlock was instrumental in making Luke and Amin’s case for foul play and offered information - information that Beth had provided - to the coroner to potentially direct him to the telltale signs of foul play. The fact that the coroner knew her and had a crush on her, didn’t hurt either. 
Sherlock, sensing that the police were eternally grateful to be seen as proactive, seized the opportunity to drive several more nails further into Doug Reed’s coffin, mentioning that he was a person of interest in her investigation of a pedofile ring. She gave the officers just enough information to be credible, without exposing her role in the entire affair. When they were done, the Glasser crew left, hoping that justice for Amin’s parents, and justice for the children that had their innocence so cruelly taken from them, would finally be served. 
________________
 
Santa Monica
Beth’s chest still hurt. She’d popped enough pain killers to choke a mule, or more appropriately, enough to get her bruised body on her plane and sleep the entire flight back to Santa Monica. She regretted not saying goodbye to Jack, but with everything that had happened - and her revelation - she knew she had to leave. Her work wasn’t done and standing still wasn’t in her repertoire. She thought about what Jack had put himself through … Accelerating, trying to help her, and putting his life in danger to save her. She also had pangs in her chest far deeper than any bruise, knowing that she had feelings for him, and he still had feelings for her … enough to trust her … to help her. She couldn’t have made it this far without Jack, but she also knew that without help, Mike wouldn’t have tried to kill her and she wouldn’t be so close to something that was supposed to remain secret.
She sat in the small sitting area of her cottage, trying to piece together why Mike had been issued a ‘kill order’ for her. As soon as she’d seen the number Mike had called on the Stingray device in Atlanta, she knew it was Chuck who’d given the order. The ‘why’ was too complicated for her to piece together at the moment. Her body hurt, her mind ached and she desperately wanted to call Draper for answers. She’d picked up her phone and stared at his contact number at least ten times, but put the phone down each time before hitting the ‘call’ button. Did Draper know? Was it him? Or was Chuck and Mike - and God knows who else - hiding something from him? Why now? Did the Serbian rapist set off some sort of trip wire? Her thoughts boiled over in her mind.
She sat picking the small fraying corner of the loveseat arm in a state of nauseating conflict. Draper’s Girl wanted blood … but Beth wanted answers. One way or the other, she’d get both … at least as soon as her body was healed.

Chapter 73
Prime Numbers
Atlanta
Four days later, when Amin threw dirt on the top of his parent’s coffins, he broke … hard. The finality of it all … the fact that he was the last living member of his family and that the father that he cherished so much, and the mother that nurtured him … gave life to him and loved him so deeply, were gone. Jack, Luke, Quan and Chas stood by him, hands on his shoulders, whispering words of strength that only he could hear, broken too at seeing their friend in such pain and at the senseless loss of his parents. All of the tragic events of the last year - Jack’s near death at Greenleaf and Luke’s near death from a virus - seemed to pale in comparison to the death of Robert and Bessie White.
The funeral was a veritable who’s-who of Atlanta, with state and local politicians, business leaders and members of Robert White’s extended church family in attendance … a thousand people congregated at the White’s gravesite. Jesse Freeman, the head deacon of the church and himself an ordained pastor, gave the eulogy, bringing tears to everyone’s eyes, but also filling the large crowd with hope, quoting from Dr. King, reiterating that “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”
Neither Jesse Freeman, who had written the eulogy three days prior, nor Dr. King who had spoken those words decades prior, could have imagined how true they were. Especially on that day, at the graveside of Robert and Bessie White. Prior to and after the funeral, the crowd had been buzzing, reacting to the news that it now appeared conclusive that Doug Reed, a Georgia Bureau of Investigation officer who had taken his own life, had in fact murdered the White’s as well as another member of the black community, LaDarius Jones. 
 
The entire Glasser crew made it back to Amin’s house after the funeral. Technically, it wasn’t his house, it belonged to the church. Though he’d lived there as long as he could remember, it was the church parsonage and a new pastor and his family would soon make the house, their home. That was fine with Amin. His parent’s had saved and left him money and he was the beneficiary of their life insurance policy. There would also be a state settlement for wrongful death … Sherlock was convinced that would happen. Amin didn’t need the money, he’d made more than he ever thought he would working with the Glasser brothers and lived modestly of his handsome salary, taking investment advice from Jack that had paid off well. No, he didn’t give a shit about the money, he just wanted his parents back.
When they walked in the house, food was stacked so high on the dining room table that they almost didn’t see the wiry, fifty plus man who sported a buzz cut and facial lines so deep they looked as if they’d been carved with a machete. He wasn’t smiling, but he wasn’t pissed either. ‘Neutral’ was the only thing that came to mind as they saw Colonel Nathan Rhodes, sitting at the dining room table with the television remote control in his hand. For the Glasser crew, ‘neutral’ was about the best they could hope for.
Rhodes stood up and thrust his hand toward Amin, who quickly shook it. Rhodes offered his truly heartfelt condolences. As a man who’d seen so much during the course of his lifetime, his expression showed the cracks in his hardened veneer caused by the senseless loss of so many during his relatively brief time on the planet. He patted Amin again on the shoulder as Amin walked to his bedroom to change out of his suit. Rhodes’ demeanor quickly changed when Amin left the room.
“You all mind telling me what the fuck is going on?” He said sternly, taking a seat and putting the remote on top of a casserole.
Luke was about to speak when Rhodes cut him off. “I’m talking to her, ‘Mr. world series of poker,’ he said, coining a new name for Luke on the fly. He stared hard at Chas, “I want to know exactly why you didn’t feel the need to let me know what was going on! Hell, I still thought you were with this one,” he said pointing to Luke and turning up his nose, “In the Bahamas … getting a tan and sipping on drinks with umbrellas in ‘em,” he said.
Luke cut in, “Technically, she’s a hard seltzer kind of girl, FYI,” Luke said, figuring that if Rhodes was pissed, he might as well have some fun. Plus, he didn’t technically work for him.
Rhodes didn’t need to say ‘Fuck you,’ his expression said it all. He quickly turned his attention to Chas. “And?” was all he said.
Chastity laid out the events of the past week to Rhodes as if she was writing up an after action report. There was no attempt at literary prose or the use of unnecessary adjectives, just a quick synopsis on what had occurred. Halfway through her report, Rhodes interrupted and said, “Who the fuck is the ‘we’ you mentioned at JP Preston’s house?”
Chas squirmed in her chair before Jack finally spoke up. 
“Chas is referring to me and Beth Colby,” Jack said, quickly.
“Funny,” Rhodes said, then turned back to Chas who sat stone-like. He quickly looked around the room. Luke for once was quiet, and Quan was rocking in his seat as always, but this time looking down at his shoes. “Are you fucking serious?” Rhodes asked Jack, sensing sensing the joke was on him.
Jack quickly laid out the events that had transpired with him … and Beth, over the past week as well, attempting to be as to-the-point as Chas had been. Much to Rhodes’ credit, he didn’t interrupt Jack’s recollection of events, however, the vein in his forehead bulged and looked as if it needed medical attention. After Jack had finished and Chas had added the finishing touches on her story, Rhodes sat staring, not saying a word.
It wasn’t until Amin came into the room and sensed the tension, that Rhodes finally spoke. “So you weren’t taking time off?” he said to Jack, a statement instead of a question. “You were flying around with Sarina Green’s would be killer, helping her rake up shit that’s fallen off her family tree? Un-fucking-believable,” he said, running his hands through his stubble, pissed off but also fascinated by the unimagined turn of events.
“She’s changed … somewhat,” Jack said, trying to justify his actions, which when he’d recounted earlier, did sound fucking nuts.
Luke quickly jumped in again, “She’s definitely changed. I fucking like her now. Can’t wait to see her again! Looks to die for … I mean, really fucking die for,” he said in an enthusiastically dick-like way.
Rhodes wasn’t paying attention and let Luke’s dumb ass comment slide. He was about to ask Jack another question, when Quan interrupted. “You said all you found at Dedic’s and Dragin’s houses where papers with numbers and the bank routing information?” Quan asked Jack out of nowhere. “Can I see them?”
Jack’s body twitched a bit, annoyed with the interruption, but when he saw Quan’s expression, it occurred to him that maybe Quan could help. He silently cursed himself for not showing Quan the numbers sooner. 
“Hold on a sec,” Jack told Rhodes, then asked Amin for a pen and some paper. Amin got up and handed him a clean notebook from his father’s sermon stash, as well as his father’s favorite pen. Jack quickly wrote down the numbers from memory and handed Quan the notebook.
Sensing that Quan had been taken care of, at least for the moment, Rhodes continued. “So you thought you could get some operational intelligence?” He asked Jack?
“Well, yeah. I mean, you really have no clue how different she was. Someone had just tried to rape her and memories of her childhood rape during the Bosnian war came out. She was different, but it wasn’t just that. I could tell that she was questioning her life … now I think she’s questioning her employer.”
“Who’da fuckin’ thunk it,” Rhodes said, sitting back and taking it all in. He looked at Luke, who was sitting on the sofa looking like the cat that ate the canary, then spoke to him. “Ok Mr. Human Lie Detector … let me have your take. Feel free not to try and piss me off either,” he said.
Luke dropped the shit grin. “Maybe,” he said thoughtfully. “I’m still having a little trouble with the Beth of the past … the psycho bitch one, but I have to admit, she is very different. There’s definitely been a change. She wasn’t lying, that’s for sure. How durable the change? Who the fuck knows, but she damn sure helped us out,” Luke replied.
Rhodes asked Chas for her take as well. Chas responded similarly to Luke, “I’m not going to say that I trust her … Beth may have just viewed us as convenient assets at the moment, but I don’t know her like Jack and Luke. As much as I dislike her as a human being, if Jack thinks he can get something out of her - other than a bullet to the head - then that could be a game changer,” Chas said.
Rhodes was about to reply, when Luke interrupted. “Hey, turn up the volume,” Luke said, referring to the TV which was now displaying a breaking news segment.
Rhodes quickly turned up the volume while everyone sat glued to the story. A chorus of “Hell yeah’s” and “Fucking mother fucker’s” erupted from the Glasser contingent as they saw Sheryl Locke being interviewed and the perp walks of Dr. Stanley Abrams, Amin’s parent’s oncology doctor and Tom Horton, home goods billionaire. They watched both men being walked out of their offices- in side by side footage - handcuffed and placed into police cars with the bold heading on the bottom of the screen that read “Pedofile Ring Exposed.”
After the cheering and high-fives stopped, Rhodes asked incredulously, “So that shit was part of this as well? Fuck me … unbelievable. Goddamn stellar work,” he said, looking at the TV images of two child rapists being led away in cuffs.
 
Two hours later, dinnerware showed the evidence of a massive food orgy, as everyone, except Quan who’d been busy at his computer, pushed away from the table, barely making a dent in the mountain of food sent to Amin by his father’s parishioners.
Rhodes’ fork was still working overtime. Between mouthfuls of desert, he managed to say, “Best goddamned B’nana puddin’ I’ve ever tasted.” He was about to pontificate on the regional differences in Kentucky cuisine when Quan once again interrupted. 
“It’s a simple substitution cypher!” Quan said, his internal epiphany leaking out by way of an odd shout directed toward the heavens.
Jack quickly pushed his plate away and turned. “What?” He asked, then got up to sit by Quan who was busy pecking away at his laptop.
“Hold on,” Quan said, then began talking absently as a site began to load on his computer. “What I mean is, It looks like a substitution cypher … if you look at the number sequence, I think it’s an IP address. If you just add a ‘1’ to the prime numbers - in this case 2, 3, 5, and 7, then it should,” he paused, typing the new IP address into his browser, “Get you here,” he said pointing at the screen.
By now, everyone had gotten up from the table and was standing by Quan, looking intently at his computer screen.
“What’s this?” Jack asked, under his breath, looking at two folders that were labeled ‘video’ and ‘audio.’ “Click that one,” he said, pointing to the video file folder. 
Quan did as instructed. After fifteen seconds of blurry, jerky video, the camera finally stabilized and the Glasser crew watched a series of truly horrific scenes unfold as they went through the video files.
Finally, Rhodes moved over and pushed down Quan’s laptop screen, closing the computer and stopping the video. “Fucking motherfucker’s” he said, his face pale as if he was about to be sick.
Jack slowly pulled out his phone. He stared at it briefly, then typed the IP address into a text, followed by the simple, yet heartfelt message. “I’m so sorry,” he wrote, then he sent it to Beth.
 
 
 
3 Weeks Later

Chapter 74
Bloodlust
Costa Rica
Three weeks after leaving Atlanta in a hurry, Mike sat in a faded, striped beach chair, listening to the howl of monkey’s in the nearby forest on Playa Cocalito beach in Costa Rica. It was a beautiful beach, secluded with the exception of a lonely planet explorer every other day. His accommodations, nothing but a fishing shack previously owned by the government, was sparse … but fine with him. He was a man with few material needs and after the debacle in Atlanta - having to kill his friends and protege - seclusion and an ascetic existence was a luxury to him. He looked out at his fishing pole, anchored in the sand a few yards away. He hadn’t been attending to it, his head a minefield of thought, and his shoulder still hurt, as he processed what the death of Draper’s Girl meant for the Organization and ultimately him. Whether or not Chuck would be able to turn pure shit into something that Draper would be able to swallow was yet to be determined, but for now, staying off the grid and out of sight was all he could do. He rolled every potential eventuality around in his head in hopes of convincing himself that he wouldn’t be relegated to being continually on the move and watching his back for the rest of his life. 
He looked at his Apple Watch, as it vibrated from an incoming text. He was the only person on that particular stretch of planet that could receive communications. A satellite broadband repeater sat in his shack, powered by a lone crusty solar panel … just enough power to his repeater, phone and watch. 
He looked at the incoming text … it was from Chuck and read, “Still putting things together. Two more weeks,” was all the message said. Mike closed out the message and smiled as he looked at the fitness rings on his watch. After a week, the flesh wound on his leg had healed, and he’d started walking - then running - the beach twice a day and cleaning up around the camp. The closed fitness rings on his watch were encouraging. I may be on hiding out, but at least I won’t go to shit and my tan will be even, he thought. 
As the demons of worry and doubt began to emerge again, he shook them off with the thought of doing something … specifically getting out of the shack and into the world. The wound on his thigh had healed nicely and his shoulder was on the mend, with the help of saltwater and rest. But, he was bored and needed to see other humans … if not to talk to them, just remind himself that he was part of a larger community. Maybe he could even feel normal for just a few hours. 
He pulled the fishing pole out of the sand and wound the line around the old open faced reel, then padded up to the shack in preparation to hit a small restaurant or bar in nearby Tango Mar, a small sleepy village nearby.
The wooden structure he called the shack, was a sparse, one room wooden structure with a small gas stove and a several water barrels in one corner, fed by the rainwater that ran off the roof. Between two support beams was his hammock. Two folding chairs where off to the other side and on what he’d officially called the Lido deck, which was nothing more than a small porch. 
He was standing at the small sink in the makeshift kitchen, operating a foot pump yanked from a boat and washing his face with a thin stream of water, when he heard a familiar voice say, “Hi Mike.”
 
Beth and Mike sat on the Lido deck, chairs facing each other, the shadows of a glorious sunset washing over the Sig 9mm pistol resting on Beth’s thigh.
“I saw the videos … heard the audios,” was all she said.
Mike looked at her as long as he could muster, but could conjure no malice. What had been done to the beautiful woman who now sat in front of him … a woman who he’d helped shape into one of the most lethal humans in the world, was so horrific that he could only drop his head in shame. It had been his fault … at least partly, and he knew it. His secret was now laid bare in front of the only person that he truly wanted to hide it from. He shook his head and sobbed … not for his possible death, but for the horror he’d inflicted on Beth … on Draper’s Girl.
Beth looked at that man in front of her, wearing nothing but well worn shorts and trembling. He was a decorated Navy Seal. A sniper with more than twelve confirmed long distance kills in all, but now he was nothing but a shaking, hollow man in her presence. She knew it wasn’t out of fear, but shame. 
Looking at him, she replayed the video and audio that Jack had discovered in her mind. She’d seen Mike, Chuck and several members of their squad, line up men women and children - twenty in all - in front of a large ditch, and shoot them. She replayed the audio recordings of her father, pleading with Chuck and Mike to keep his family safe as he passed secrets to them on Serbian Brigade and paramilitary movements. 
“My father … he was your asset?” She asked, a statement more than a question.
“Yes,” was all Mike could say.
“And Dragin and Dedic threatened to expose you and your team? For killing civilians?” Beth finally asked.
Mike looked up, red eyed, and simply nodded.
“Did Draper know?” She asked.
“About what?” Mike replied. “Your parents or …” he paused, “The civilian deaths?”
Beth’s eyes narrowed. “Both,” she said.
“I really don’t know. Maybe about the ‘incident,’” Mike said, referring to the mass killing, “About your parents … I don’t think so,” he said, wrinkling his brow in thought.
“Why did you kill them all?” Beth asked. “The women … the kids?”
Mike shook his head. “Bloodlust, I guess. One of our men had been taken, tortured, then killed. Supposedly one of the villagers had a hand in it. Something snapped … snapped in all of us,” he said blankly, then added, “There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t regret that,” he said in a whisper.
Beth took a deep breath. “So Dedic and Dragin knew about it … had the video and held it over your head. The price for their silence was that you let them go? That you would overlook their part in a genocide? That you would funnel money to them in the form of jobs for the Organization, so they wouldn’t expose your war crimes?” Beth asked.
Mike nodded again.
“What else did they want Mike?” Beth asked, her voice now cold and sharp. “What else did you give them?” She shouted, pushing her chair back standing upright, her hand clenched on her weapon. “Say it Goddammit!” 
Mike looked up. He was now calm … his face expectant, as if absolution might soon be granted by the almighty. He breathed in deeply and exhaled, tasting the sweetness of life for the last time, relieved at the thought of unloading the horrific and heavy burden that had plagued his dreams for over twenty years.
“We gave them your father,” he said. “We gave them your mother. We gave them you,” Mike finally replied, desperately fighting back tears.
 
No one in Tango Mar heard the shots. The restaurant owners and bar keepers never missed the American stranger that didn’t show up. Only the white faced monkeys that played in the jungle paused their chorus, as if in a benediction, possessing some inherent knowledge that something horrible in the world was beginning to be made right.

Epilogue
It’s Only Money
Amin & Quan stayed on in Atlanta for several months, attempting to reengineer the rogue financial code they’d discovered … in an effort to put the missing church money back into the collection plate. Unfortunately, they were unsuccessful. The technical challenges were too great, and combing through the myriad of financial institutions’ databases - searching for signs the nefarious code - was not even remotely doable. They had no luck in tracking the perpetrators of the malware attack either. They assumed that their discovery of the code had somehow sent up a signal flair, and the merry band of code-writing assholes had tightened up their defenses. They were stuck. 
After seeing Amin and Quan desperately bang their heads against a wall, unsuccessful in picking up the trail of the missing money, Jack and Luke stepped in, making a large anonymous donation to the church … in the exact amount that had been mysteriously removed from the church’s bank account. Church renovations resumed and the old structure was restored to its previous glory. Within three months, a new pastor had been found and was preparing to move into the parsonage … Amin’s childhood home.
Amin, Sherlock, and Quan were fast becoming a trio. While Amin and Quan focused primarily on tracking down the malware money trail, Sherlock was hard at work, helping the Child Rescue Coalition and members of law enforcement. The Glasser team’s plan of uploading Reed’s horrific videos to his work computer had been a success. After a routine examination of the fallen officer’s laptop, the videos were discovered and a shit show of epic proportions ensued. The Georgia Bureau of Investigation reacted quickly, deploying the CRC’s platform to discover where the videos had been uploaded, and who had downloaded them. Law enforcement found additional photos and videos on Reed’s personal laptop as well, and the dominos began to fall. All in all, over a two month period, seventy five child abusers were located, three pedophile rings busted, and six children rescued from truly horrific conditions.
In addition to helping the CRC, Sherlock was also hard at work filing lawsuits on Amin’s behalf and dealing with the White’s life insurance company. Apparently the White’s policy included a suicide clause, making it impossible to collect on the policy until the official cause of death was rerecorded. After the police had determined that the deaths of Robert and Bessie White were in fact the handiwork of Doug Reed, Sherlock was finally able to unlock the life insurance policy and Amin was the recipient of two-hundred and fifty-thousand dollars. It was money that would have given away in a heartbeat if it would have brought his parents back. Instead, he used the money to ‘invest’ in Sherlock’s business. She was reluctant to accept any help at first, but reconsidered when her roof began to leak. She drew up a detailed investor agreement that clearly defined Amin’s role - which was negligible, and fine with him - and accepted the investment.
Additionally, scouring through Reed’s internet activity had revealed an ominous banking transaction … one large transfer of three hundred thousand dollars to an offshore account in the Cayman Islands. However, by the time the discovery was made by law enforcement, the money was gone, as were any traces of the money trail. Sherlock’s attempts to sue Doug Reed’s estate, were essentially quashed as well. Reed had been in serious debt and his house had three mortgages on it. The only consolation was that Reed was dead … unable to inflict his brand of horror on children again.
 
Luke, Chas, and Bosco resumed their Bahamas stay-cation, making use of the opulent digs before the timer went off on Luke’s agreement with the owner. As always, Luke occasionally barged in on Jack telepathically to give him shit, a dose of encouragement when he needed it, and to share that Chas’ sexual appetite would most likely put him in the emergency room. Without interruption from AG or the his own business, Luke and Chas planned to use their down-time time to suss out whether or not their new ‘relationship’ had legs, or if it was just the result of two overly sexual humans thrown together in a trauma blender.
 
Jack split time between the AG offices and his Las Vegas home, Accelerating less, and processing the events of the past three months. To say that he was dealing with an emotional whirlwind was akin to likening a category five hurricane to spring shower. Beth had made her way back into his life. Though only for a brief moment, it was a seminal one. She had returned as someone new. Someone more authentic and real for sure, but also complete with a Luis Vuitton steamer trunk filled with her original traumas, Organization apoplexy, and shit ton of skills that only a trained killer could shoulder. 
He had trouble defining his feelings, which was unusual for him. There was a part of him that felt the energy of emerging - or rather resurgent - love, and another part of him that was scared shitless of the thought. He used his ‘me-time’ to reupholster his Acceleration chair, perform routine maintenance on his and Luke’s fleet of cars, and putter around his lab. 
Little by little, he’d come to an accommodation with the notion of Beth. She was a woman forged in a crucible of pain … who was an instrument of pain as well. But now he knew there was more … more to her than he could have ever imagined. He knew that he had to cut the emotional strings that tethered the more altruistic notions of her to his heart. But, he wasn’t ready yet.
After six weeks, apparently Beth wasn’t quite ready for that either. He’d taken her call, talked for hours, listened to tears fall as well as the angst that was consuming her. Ultimately he let his heart do what his heart wanted, offering her his condo in Miami to rest, rehabilitate, and figure out her life. 
 
 
The End
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The Child Rescue Coalition is a real and incredibly important nonprofit organization that rescues children from sexual abuse by building technology for law enforcement, free of charge, to track, arrest and prosecute child predators. The CRC’s Technology provides the most comprehensive view of where child predators around the world are downloading and sharing explicit content online.
The CRC works tirelessly, around the clock to collect and index 30 to 50 million reports of online users trading child sexual abuse material every day. This information allows them to expose hidden networks of abusers and report their activity. In all, they have a coalition of more than 10,000 law enforcement officers in all 50 U.S. states and in 97 countries around the globe use their technology to target and apprehend predators who are most likely to sexually abuse children. And our efforts to protect children are working.
I would encourage every reader of this book, to give generously to the CRC. Their work is unparalleled and our children … our most precious assets, deserve to live in a world free from abuse and sexual predation.
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Dana Hillman is the author of the Glasser Series Books and narrator of the series Audiobooks. He is the Managing Partner of Hillman Executive Search, an executive recruiter for technology start-ups and has held several Business Development roles for startups within the emerging Cannabis sector. Dana has written music and novels his entire life, however, the Glasser Series felt different … more modern with his own authentic voice.
 
The Glasser Series is a dialogue-driven set of thrillers. The women in the novels are the drivers … adding depth, creating forward motion, and contrasting with the fragile male egos of the brothers. The result is a modern-day, tech-savvy, story of young men and women with surreal gifts, issues and failings, who continue to continue to evolve in unexpected ways.  
 
Hopefully you'll enjoy reading (listening) as much as he enjoyed bringing this wrecking crew into existence.  If you do like it, please drop him a line, follow him on social media!￼[image: Image]￼[image: Image]
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Books by Dana Hillman
Canadian Smoke
Waiting to die in a remote Canadian cannabis facility wasn’t exactly how Jack Glasser expected to go out. Having survived a childhood lightning strike, a year-long coma and a bizarre ‘Neural Acceleration” experiment, a quick and easy consulting job for Greenleaf Cannabis seemed like the perfect way to pull him out of his mental funk.
 
Now Jack’s only hope of survival rests on his supercomputer-like mind, and his brother Luke … a serial gambler and party animal whose main talent is burning through jet fuel, expensive bourbon and women. Making full use of his ability to 'read' people and his narcissistic persona, Luke and his employees stumble through Canada, tripping over bodies ... caught between two secret opposing forces who want his brother Jack dead. 
 
Viral 
Jack and Luke Glasser successfully survived The Organization's first attempt, but The Organization isn't going away,  Neither is the unique virus created by a rogue Organization member to orchestrate a food blight for a large, multinational agricultural company - so they could own the cure.  The only problem is that there is no cure.
 
With the virus' creator dead, the Glasser Brothers struggle to harness their newfound "Gifts" to stay a step ahead of Draper's Girl while finding and eradicating a novel virus that has already infected Luke Glasser. 
​With time running out for Luke, and a pandemic a reality, Jack Glasser races against time to find a cure for his brother, finding an unimaginable ally within The Organization.
 
 
 
A Death Worse Than Dying
Draper’s Girl is attempting to fall off the grid, but ‘time off’ or ‘personal time’ doesn’t exist within the Organization. Additionally, her sabbatical and therapy sessions are working … bringing up long buried memories and horrors of her childhood. With a trove of data she’s acquired from Draper, she flirts with the idea of Accelerating - the method Jack Glasser uses - in an attempt to make sense of it all.
Concurrently, Amin suffers a devastating loss in Atlanta, pulling in Luke, Chas and Quan in attempt to unravel the mystery deaths. Slowly and painfully, they peel back layers of a larger conspiracy - to defraud a church - a plan crafted by Organization members.
When Draper’s Girl’s trail leads back to Atlanta as well, once again she finds her fate intertwined with the Glassers and their employees. For Amin and Draper’s Girl, closure seems distant, but with each body that drops, they come closer to the truth.
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