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Chapter 1




Yuri Pavel sat in his palatial home in Toronto, sipped his vodka neat, and stared at the TV as it broadcast the hell falling down upon his territory.
 

“I will kill them all,” he shouted at the television.
 

He picked up his plate of pirogue—Russian pastry shells filled with spicy pork and topped with a dollop of sour cream—and took a large bite.
 

“We are live at the scene of yet another raid on the Russian Mafia’s strip club called The Mistress,” newswoman Juliet Lawrence said into the camera, a black microphone in her hand. “Inspector Carl Michaels, what can you tell us about the current raids?”
 

A strong man with a jutting jaw, standing in full RCMP regalia, with his hands clasped in front, moved closer to the microphone.
 

“After the explosion at the factory in Mississauga the other day, we have ramped up our attack on the Russian Mafia. Just as we did in Ontario and Quebec years ago against the biker clubs, we’re raiding all their known establishments and hideouts.”
 

“And what are you hoping to find?”
 

“As it stands now, Ontario is the money-laundering capital of organized crime in the entire world. We have dealt with the Italian Mafia, the Triads and the bikers for many years, but the Red Mafia are smarter and stronger. They don’t seem to care who gets hurt. We lost a few good men in that explosion in Mississauga. Our goal is to shut them down and in doing so, we’re also looking for Arkady.”
 

“Just Arkady, Inspector? A man with one name?”
 

He shook his head. “We only have the name he’s known to go by.”
 

The newswoman pulled the mic back to her mouth. “Why him specifically?”
 

“Our wiretapping, in conjunction with the FBI, has led us to believe Arkady was behind the explosion in Mississauga.”
 

“Can you tell us more about what happened at the warehouse in Mississauga and why there is a publication ban?”
 

“All I can say is that the RCMP and the FBI are working together to catch as many of these Russian made men as we can and process them through the system. We will deport them, jail them, and, or, press charges that will stick. This has to stop.”
 

“Are there more raids scheduled to take place?”
 

“Yes, but where and when won’t be released.”
 

“Last question, Inspector. The media has talked about a Canadian man by the name of Darwin Kostas, also known as The Blade. Lately he has led his own crusade against the Mafia. Rumor has it that Kostas was in the warehouse when it was destroyed. Can verify that for us? If not, can you tell us where he might be and how he’s involved?”
 

“I have no comment on the whereabouts of a private citizen. Thank you.” The inspector walked away from the screen.
 

“There you have it. This week’s raid on two warehouses in Toronto and a shipping company in Quebec at the Port of Montreal, and now we have this strip club, The Mistress, as another Russian Mafia establishment. Behind me, the raid is coming to an end as the female dancers are being escorted out to RCMP vans. My name is Juliet Lawrence—”
 

Yuri turned the TV off. He wanted to throw his glass of vodka at it.
 

“What have you done, Arkady?” he whispered.
 

After refilling his glass, he buzzed the front door and asked Sergei to come up to the den. Minutes later there was a soft knock on the door.
 

“Enter.”
 

Sergei Ivankov opened the door, slipped in and closed it behind him. Dressed in his finest suit, as always, he almost busted out of his jacket. The barrel-chested Sergei had been a prize fighter in Russia for twelve years. Yuri had visited Russia seven years ago and offered Sergei a deal he couldn’t refuse, flying him over to act as his personal security. He became known on the streets as The Scythe.
 

“Come. Sit.”
 

For a big man, Sergei walked lightly across the carpet and chose to stand on the far side of the couch. He crossed his arms and waited.
 

“Sit,” Yuri insisted.
 

“Sir, I throw up at the smell of pirogue. I need to stand back here.”
 

Yuri waved off his comment. “We have a problem.”
 

Sergei waited.
 

“I need to find out if Darwin Kostas survived the explosion at the warehouse. If he is alive, I need to have him located.”
 

Sergei nodded. He wasn’t much for words.
 

“If so,” Yuri continued, “I need to talk to him. You understand? Do whatever it takes.”
 

Yuri sipped his drink. That was one thing he loved about Sergei. He could explain everything he wanted without interruption. If Sergei needed more he would ask at the end.
 

“Also, I want you to arrange a sit-down with the Italians and the Chinese. We will have two meetings. The first is to be held at the golf course convention center. Have the address distributed through my restaurant on Queen Street. The second will be held three months from now. Let the Italians pick the spot for that one. Send word that I want Arkady there, too. Got it?”
 

“Yes, boss,” Sergei said.
 

“Good. But before the first meeting I need to know the whereabouts of Darwin Kostas. I want him brought here alive. Understood?”
 

Sergei adjusted his suit and made a small nod of his head.
 

“Good. Get back to me as soon as you have something. It is time to end all this fighting. This war can’t continue.” He looked up at Sergei as he downed the rest of the vodka. “I have a plan for Darwin that he won’t resist. Then, when the media find his body, along with Arkady’s, the raids will stop and our business can continue as usual.”
 

He got up and headed over to refill his glass.
 

“Go, Sergei. We are out of time. Set up the meeting with the Italians and Chinese and find me Darwin Kostas. He needs to die painfully and publicly. For the sake of the Italians and the Chinese.”
 
  

Chapter 2




The emotional swamp, the absolutely desperate mental existence that had been Darwin Kostas’s sleeping state began to wake. He felt the air on his skin, the breath in his nose and the pain, mostly the pain.
 

The nightmare came in snippets. The warehouse, the initiation rite and the explosion. Arkady setting him up to have the Chinese angry at him and killing the hookers. Darwin jumping in the bus. The explosion, mostly the explosion came to him. The fear, hoping he would walk away to be with his wife again.
 

The horror came back and he wanted the release that sleep offered. If only he could go back under. Stay under.
 

Thoughts of Rosina brought him up.
 

Moaning did nothing to ease the pain. It only brought on a flurry of movement around him. The presence of people moving to and fro close to him made his head ache. He wanted to tell them to stop, but his mouth didn’t work. He willed his eyes to open, but something held them closed.
 

What the hell has happened to me?
 

“He’s trying to wake up, Doctor.” A female voice.
 

“Okay, that’s good.” A firm male voice. “Remove the tape from his eyes.”
 

The tape was torn from his right eye, then his left.
 

“Dim the lights,” the doctor said.
 

Darwin blinked. He opened his eyes to slits and waited.
 

“Take your time, Mr. Kostas. It’s okay.” Then, after a pause. “Nurse, remove the tube from his mouth. He may want to say something.”
 

Darwin closed his eyes and swam backwards to avoid the pain, the harshness of being alive. It had felt so good to be under, so light. He had dreamt of holding his wife’s hand and walking in fields of sunflowers basking in the sun.
 

He drifted back out and let the flow pull him down until he was gone.
 



 

Darwin opened his eyes slowly and scanned the hospital room. Night pressed against the window to his right, darkening the curtains. A single light on a table shined in the corner. Beside it sat a uniformed RCMP officer, a magazine in his hands. He hadn’t looked up yet. Darwin took the chance to examine the room.
 

No flowers. A desolate hospital room, ugly blue walls, medical cabinets with glass doors and supplies within. Nothing comforting. He looked down the length of his body and saw all the right parts where they were supposed to be.
 

The pain in his head had subsided some since he tried to wake earlier. He moved his fingers and toes without hesitation.
 

Good, everything still works.
 

He rolled his head over the pillow. The cop stared at him, the magazine on his lap.
 

“I’ll get the doctor,” he said.
 

The cop walked to the door, opened it, whispered something to someone outside and then closed the door. He retook his seat and stared at Darwin.
 

Darwin blinked and looked up at the ceiling tiles. Rosina wasn’t in the room with him and nothing revealed that she lingered in the cafeteria or the hallway waiting for him to wake. He could tell that she didn’t know he was here. That meant they didn’t know where she was.
 

He thought about Rosina and the life they had dreamed of and how it would never be possible. Darwin had too many enemies. Too many people knew his name. The Italian and Russian Mafia had been trying to kill him and now the Triads would weigh in on the bidding of who would get to kill him first.
 

He wished it would all go away. His luck would run out one day and he couldn’t face that day if it meant Rosina would get hurt.
 

The door opened and a tall man in a white lab coat entered, followed by two nurses and two men in suits.
 

“Good evening, Darwin,” the doctor said. Darwin recognized his voice from when he partially woke before. “How are you feeling?”
 

Darwin nodded with a slight dip of his head as everyone filed in.
 

“I’m Doctor Jameson and these are nurses, Jessica and Mary. You’ve had quite a traumatic experience. Can you talk?”
 

He opened his mouth and rolled his tongue around. “Water.”
 

“Of course. Mary?”
 

The older blonde nurse grabbed a glass, brought it over and lowered a straw to Darwin’s mouth. He sipped slowly as instructed by the doctor.
 

After the nurse pulled the straw out, the doctor asked, “Is that better? Can you talk now?”
 

“Yes …”
 

“Good. These men behind me are with the FBI and the man in the corner is RCMP. The FBI has a few questions for you, but first I’d like to explain what happened.”
 

Darwin turned his head sideways and looked up at the doctor, waiting for him to continue.
 

“You hit your head pretty bad. I understand there was an explosion of some kind. When you got here, it was touch and go. There was swelling on your brain. I had to induce a coma to get the swelling down, which has worked. But I have to say, you’re quite the fighter.”
 

“How … so?” Darwin asked.
 

“You were in an induced coma and you tried to wake from it. Yesterday morning, you almost opened your eyes, but then we lost you again. That’s a rare event. These drugs are seriously strong.”
 

Darwin waited for him to go on as he wasn’t too interested in what the authorities had to say. They were probably here for a statement to explain what happened before they listed all the charges he was going to be arrested for.
 

The doctor stepped closer and leaned against the bed. “The swelling centered on the brain stem, near the hypothalamus and the amygdala part of the brain. Are you aware of those areas?”
 

“No …”
 

“The hypothalamus is one of the busiest parts of the brain as it regulates hunger, thirst, response to pain, anger, and aggression. When you asked for a drink, that tells me it’s still working. Are you following?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Good. The hypothalamus also deals with breathing, blood pressure and response to emotional situations. The amygdala is an area of the brain that deals with fear conditioning. Do you know what that is?”
 

“Please … explain.”
 

“Fear conditioning is phobias, really. It deals with the development of phobias. It also deals with positive conditioning, but mostly phobias.” He leaned in closer. “Now, if you have any phobias, there may not be any change, or they may have disappeared. Your aggression may have been altered, too. The swelling has gone down, but it’s hard to tell if there was any damage to that area of your brain. I’m going to have to ask you to take it easy for a while.” He stepped away from the bed and raised his voice. “You’re going to have to stay bedridden for a few more days without too much excitement so we can monitor your brain waves and—”
 

“Rosina?”
 

“Excuse me,” the doctor said. “I’m sorry, I missed that.”
 

“Rosina?”
 

“Is that your mother, your wife?” the doctor asked.
 

“His wife,” one of the two men in suits responded for Darwin. He met Darwin’s gaze. “You want to know where she is?”
 

Darwin nodded.
 

“So do we.”
 

“That’s what I’m talking about,” the doctor interjected. “That kind of talk could upset my patient and I won’t allow it. He has been through a traumatic injury, intensive care for over a week and he’s now just waking from an induced coma. Your questions must be brief and not confrontational or I’ll have you escorted out of the building.”
 

The suit raised both hands. “Take it easy, Doc. We’re on the same page here. But you’re going to have to wait outside while we question Darwin.”
 

The doctor moved back to Darwin’s bedside. “Are you feeling up to it?”
 

Darwin nodded. “Yes.” Better to get it over with.
 

“Okay, but I’ll be just outside that door. If you need me for any reason, just press this.” The doctor slipped a button attached to a thick wire into Darwin’s hand. “Press this and I’ll come running.” He turned to the men in suits. “If you upset him, that machine monitoring his blood pressure will send an alarm to the nurse’s station. Then I will have no choice but to have you removed until my patient is up and walking on his own. Are we clear?”
 

None of the suits moved in any way to acknowledge what the doctor said. He didn’t appear to notice the snub.
 

He motioned for the nurses to follow him and exited the room without another word.
 

All Darwin could think of was Rosina—what had happened to her, where she was. Alive or dead? He wanted to cry and curl into a corner of the bed to hide under the covers at how unfair it all was.
 

The suits moved closer, one on each side of the bed. The chair in the corner by the lamp was empty. He was alone with the FBI.
 

“Darwin Kostas, I’m Special Agent Kirk Williams. We need to discuss with you—”
 

“I’m sorry,” Darwin cut him off. “About … Greg Stinsen. He was,” Darwin cleared his throat. “My friend. He helped me in Rome, Florida, and back here in Toronto.”
 

Williams looked at his partner, then back at Darwin. “We’re sorry, too.” He gestured as he introduced the other man. “This is Agent Scott.”
 

“Rosina? What happened?”
 

“Let’s exchange information, deal?”
 

“Deal.”
 

“You tell me something I want to know and I’ll tell you what we have.”
 

“Okay.”
 

“What happened in that warehouse?”
 

Darwin told them as much as he could remember about how Arkady tried to trick him into believing that he was being allowed to join the Bratva, the Russian Mafia. How they had done the ritual ceremony and then drove him to that mall. He was meant to be killed there, but escaped and stole a city bus to drive back to the warehouse which was rigged to blow after Darwin answered the cell phone Arkady had left behind. Arkady’s men in Florida were trying to locate and kill Darwin’s wife, Rosina.
 

“The last I remember was Arkady, on the phone. He didn’t have Rosina at the time. His men weren’t far behind her.” Darwin cleared his throat. “Now it’s your turn.”
 

“That was over a week ago,” Williams said. “Agent Carson Dodge was shot three times and remains in a Florida hospital. Rosina and Arkady have disappeared. No one has seen either one. And the best part is everyone thinks you’re dead.”
 

“Everyone?”
 

“Everyone. Even Carson Dodge. Anyone who knew you or was close to you. It’s for your own safety.”
 

“What happens if Rosina gets away? It’ll crush her if she thinks I’m dead.”
 

“As soon as we have her, we’ll tell her the truth.”
 

Darwin turned his head and twisted as far away from the men as he could to hide his grief. Where was his wife? What had happened to her? She could be anywhere—dead in the Florida swamps, a captive of a maniacal killer or starving and still on the run. Why did this have to happen? They were in separate countries, a three-hour plane ride away from each other. There was no way Darwin could protect her from here.
 

“Darwin, we’re going to need a full statement.”
 

He didn’t look at the men. “Not right now. Tell me what else you have. How did the Russians find the safe house where Rosina was being kept? I understood it was classified because of what happened the last time.” He rolled over and eyed Williams up and down. He couldn’t help but feel anger toward the FBI who had betrayed him time and again. “Wasn’t it only Carson and Greg who knew where she was?”
 

“That’s what we understood.”
 

“So, what went wrong?”
 

Williams looked at his partner for support. Agent Scott said, “We’re looking into that.”
 

“Well, fucking look harder,” Darwin shouted. “There’s a scared lonely girl out there trying to stay alive while every fucking Mafia boss in North America is after her. Isn’t it your job to protect and serve or something?” He leaned back on the pillow, his anger spent as the pain in his head rose. The throbbing angered him further. He clenched his teeth and breathed deep, trying not to lose control. It would be the wrong thing to do just ten minutes out of a coma.
 

“Maybe we should come back after you’ve slept more,” Williams said. “We need a detailed statement and descriptions of all the people you came into contact with. You got a rare glimpse into their warehouse and what went on there.” Williams adjusted his suit jacket. “We lost three RCMP officers from the emergency task force in that explosion. Inside the building, they found a Chinese man who appeared to be dead before the bomb went off and four female bodies we’re still trying to identify. A couple of them fell under the bus you were driving. You need to rethink your position here and watch the anger, Darwin. We have enough to charge you on multiple counts of manslaughter, but until we get all the facts we’re willing to work with you. Do you understand what I’ve explained to you?”
 

Darwin wanted to get out of the hospital bed, lift Williams over his head and shove him through the hospital window. Arkady killed those people while he was trying to kill Darwin. It was a miracle that Darwin was still alive. How dare they entertain charging him with anything?
 

“This is a joke,” Darwin said, his voice a little above a whisper.
 

“Let’s go,” Williams said to his partner. Near the door, he turned back. “I’ll excuse your anger as the pain killers talking.”
 

Darwin was alone. Seconds later, the door opened again. The RCMP officer returned and walked up to his bedside.
 

“I gotta stick around in here,” he said.
 

“Do what you have to do.”
 

“Those guys are assholes, eh?” The cop seemed sincere. “I mean, you’re a hero. How the hell did you get out of that warehouse?” He stopped talking, moved the chair and cleared his throat. “But the best part is the media don’t know shit.”
 

“What? Why not?”
 

“There’s a publication ban on the details of what happened at the warehouse.”
 

“A publication ban? Why?”
 

“The authorities have been conducting raids on warehouses, strip clubs and all known hangouts of the Russian Mafia looking for Arkady, but nothing has turned up. I guess the higher-ups don’t want anyone finding out you’re still alive.”
 

Great.
 

“Anyway, I’m sure it’s just a matter of time before they find Arkady, but if you ask me, he’s fled the country.”
 

Darwin’s eyes were getting heavy.
 

“Listen,” the cop continued. “I’ve got a friend in the bureau down in Florida. Let me give him a call to see if they’ve found out anything on Rosina and I’ll let you know when you wake up. Deal?”
 

Darwin nodded. “Thanks.”
 

He shut his eyes.
 

The hospital room door opened. His doctor walked in.
 

“You okay, Darwin?”
 

“He’s getting sleepy,” the cop answered.
 

Darwin realized as he drifted off that he didn’t get the cop’s name.
 

The doctor’s voice droned on as Darwin sunk lower. Something about what happened when Darwin got angry, and what set him off. The cop said he wasn’t in the room.
 

Darwin wondered why he didn’t have a reaction to the IV in his arm. He knew it was there. It was a sharp object—something he would’ve violently protested in the past, but barely noticed now. When he first woke, only a single lamp was on in the corner by the cop. Otherwise the room was pretty dark and the doctor kept it that way to be better on his eyes. Despite his fear of the dark and, he felt no inner reaction to it.
 

Could his phobias have been cured? If so, how come his temper flared so easily? Maybe it had something to do with what the doctor said about the aggression part of the brain being affected.
 

He drifted deeper.
 

In his mind’s eye, he saw Rosina standing in the Rome airport and wished they could go back to the innocent days …
 
  

Chapter 3




Darwin hated physiotherapy but he had to do it after being stuck in bed for ten days. The nurses had exercised his legs daily, but he still couldn’t quite walk on his own. By tomorrow, he might still have a slight limp but he would be good enough to walk without crutches.
 

The RCMP cop he’d met the first day was John Cavendish. He worked the night shift, guarding the inside of Darwin’s room. That night he was supposed to have information about Rosina for him. Information that the FBI assholes, Williams and his buddies, weren’t relinquishing.
 

Darwin promised them a full statement tomorrow, after the stitches in his head were removed and he was discharged from the hospital. Doctor Jameson had said he’d healed fast. Special Agent Williams planned to pick him up and escort him to the local branch of the RCMP where they would take his statement and then secretly put him up in a hotel until they learned more about Arkady. Possibly they would fly him back to Florida so he could be close when they found Rosina.
 

Darwin settled back into bed and ate the bland hospital Jell-O and soup. He debated his next move. Could he really be reunited with his wife and they’d ride off into the sunset? Maybe they could go to Italy where her parents were from or Greece where his dad was from, and live in a small village, far away from Mafia turf wars and hit men hunting them. Somewhere so far removed even the FBI wouldn’t be able to find them.
 

He was pretty sure Rosina was alive. She was a survivor. She probably found an abandoned building to hole up in. As soon as he got to Florida, he would retrace her steps from the safe house and find her. He was the only one who knew how she would think.
 

As soon as the authorities found Arkady, it would truly be over. With Darwin’s testimony, Arkady would go away for a long time. Fuccini and Gambino were dead. Once Arkady was gone, Darwin and Rosina could live the lives they deserved.
 

He pushed the remains of his meal away and checked the bedside clock. The cop who worked the day shift didn’t talk much. After dinner, the day cop got up, gathered his novel and magazine, his garbage from lunch, and left the room without a goodbye.
 

Five minutes later, Cavendish entered the room, a large smile on his face. He nodded at Darwin and set his things by the chair in the corner.
 

He looked at the door to make sure it was closed and then walked up to Darwin’s bedside.
 

“I’ve got good news for you.”
 

Darwin pushed himself up in the bed, eager to hear what John had found out.
 

“Although you may not be happy.”
 

“Just tell me, John.”
 

“My source knows where Rosina will be—”
 

“What? Where?”
 

“Keep your voice down,” John said. “She’s here, in Toronto.”
 

“How’s that?”
 

John shrugged. “No idea. Maybe Arkady’s men picked her up in Florida and that’s how she made it here.”
 

At the mention of Arkady’s name, stones weighed down Darwin’s stomach. “Is she hurt? Alive?”
 

“She’s very alive. In fact she’s having dinner as Yuri Pavel’s guest at his restaurant on Queen Street tonight in about,” he checked his watch, “two hours.”
 

Darwin frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 

“Look, Darwin, I don’t have all the details so I’m going to have to guess a bit here.” John looked at the door again, then back at Darwin. “Arkady is reportedly working for Yuri. I’m going to guess that Arkady’s men grabbed Rosina and brought her here like they did you.”
 

Darwin grabbed the water glass beside the bed and took a drink to satiate his suddenly dry mouth.
 

“Then he handed The Blade’s,” he said with air quotes, “wife to Yuri as a goodwill gesture.”
 

“Why goodwill?”
 

“Because Yuri is pissed with all the raids happening in his territory …”
 

“The raids you told me about?”
 

John nodded.
 

“Wow, I’m happy to see the RCMP working with the FBI. It looks like progress is taking place.”
 

“They have to do something because Ontario’s primary multi-force organized crime agency, Combined Forces Special Enforcement Unit, is being reorganized and possibly dismantled soon. Without the RCMP and the FBI working together on this, nothing would be getting done.”
 

Darwin gestured. “Get me back to Rosina.”
 

“My source said that Yuri is keeping her safe and healthy until he can confirm you’re dead. You know, in case he needs her to get to you. Sorry, but that’s my best guess. Since there’s a publication ban on what happened at the warehouse and who died there, no one on the street has confirmation about you. As far as the street knows, you just disappeared.”
 

Darwin dropped back onto the bed. Would it ever end? How could a known Russian Mafia boss named Yuri Pavel be able to parade Darwin’s wife around like a trophy and the law did nothing about it?
 

“What’s being done about it?” Darwin asked.
 

“What do you mean?”
 

Darwin glared at him. “How can he have her and no one arrest him?”
 

“As far as the law is concerned, she’s with him willingly. She comes and goes without restraints nor does she call out for help. Based on that, there’s nothing we can do.”
 

“But she doesn’t want to be with him.”
 

“I know that. You know that. Yuri has something on her to make her so compliant. Maybe she’s waiting to see if you died. Then she’ll decide what to do. Who knows?”
 

“You have no idea how fucked this is.”
 

“True, but there’s something you can do about it.”
 

Darwin kicked his legs out from under the covers and slipped off the bed. He steadied himself.
 

“You want the crutches?”
 

“No.”
 

He took a step. Then another, using the bed for support. At the end of the bed, he let go and on unsteady legs made it across the room to the closet without falling.
 

“Tell me what I can do about it while I get dressed.”
 

“You can go get her.”
 

“That’s what I plan on doing.”
 

“But you don’t get discharged until tomorrow,” John said.
 

“Wrong. I’m leaving now. My head’s fine. My legs will support me. I’m ready.”
 

“What do you think you can do in your condition? You’re unsteady. You can barely walk.”
 

“I can go and get my wife,” Darwin said as he let the hospital gown slip off his shoulders and hit the floor. “I will get Rosina and we will leave North America. That’s the only way for this madness to stop.”
 

“Darwin, if you walk into Yuri’s restaurant alone, he will kill you. Actually,” John gestured with both hands in the air, “if you walk in with backup, they will probably kill you and your backup.”
 

Darwin slipped the T-shirt over his head and started on his jeans. “Then tell me what options I have.”
 

“File a missing persons report for Rosina with the FBI. Explain that you have an unnamed source confirming Rosina is being held against her will with Yuri Pavel.”
 

“And you think the FBI will help us? After all that has happened?”
 

John looked at the floor. “Right, sorry.”
 

Darwin finished dressing and walked to the door. “What’s the name of the restaurant?”
 

“Wait a second,” John said as he walked up to Darwin. “You can’t leave.”
 

“Why not?”
 

“Because you’re in protective custody.”
 

“Protective custody? Have I been charged with a crime?”
 

“No.”
 

“Then you and I both know that they can’t hold me.”
 

“True, but charges are pending.”
 

“No, they’re only holding them over my head until I give them a statement and everything calms down. We all know the Russian Mafia attacked the safe house where Greg and Carson were holding my wife. At the same time that was happening, Arkady planned my execution. I got away and Arkady blew up his warehouse. That’s it in a nutshell. I’m a free man. Haven’t Rosina and I been persecuted enough?”
 

“Look, I’m with you, man. But even if you walked out of this hospital and made it to the restaurant, Yuri would have you dead before sunrise. I can’t have that on my conscience.”
 

“John.” Darwin put a hand on John’s shoulder. “I’m leaving in the morning or I’m leaving now. What’s the difference? They can only hold me so long. I’m a Canadian citizen and can go freely.” He let go of John’s shoulder. “Is this source of yours reliable?”
 

“He is.”
 

“I have information on the whereabouts of my wife. Do you think I would just let it go?”
 

John shook his head.
 

“Exactly,” Darwin said. “What’s the name of the restaurant?”
 

“The Russian Quartet at Queen and Jarvis. He flies Russian singers in to entertain all the time. It’s famous because it’s one of the few Russian restaurants that has entertainment.” As a side note, he added, “I’ve lived here all my life. Actually grew up off Jarvis Street, not five blocks from there.”
 

“It’s only a fifteen-minute walk from here. Maybe twenty minutes for me.” Darwin waited, holding the door handle. He lowered his voice. “What am I to expect when I walk by the guy outside this door?”
 

“Won’t happen. He’ll call it in to the FBI and they’ll ask to have you detained until they get back.”
 

“Well, I’m leaving. Are you going to help me, or do I have to do this all by myself?”
 

They stared at each other for a long moment. John broke the silence.
 

“I’ll get him to take a piss break. Then you walk out. When he comes back I’ll ask if he saw you exercising your legs. All I know is you went out for a walk to circle the floor. That’ll give you the time it takes for the man to piss. Can you get out of the hospital in the time it takes a man to piss?”
 

Darwin nodded. “Do it. And thanks.”
 

John shrugged. “I have no idea what you’re thinking of doing, but I can’t see it working out for you.”
 

“That’s my concern. Just get that cop off my door.”
 

John moved around Darwin to open the door and then stopped. He pulled a piece of metal out of his back pocket.
 

“Here, take this.”
 

Darwin took the proffered brass knuckles. “Why do you have these?”
 

“Don’t worry about that. I took them off some punk yesterday. I’ve carried them around since and thought maybe you could use them. It might help if you get in trouble. Just make sure there’s a lot of people wherever you are. Yuri won’t shoot you in front of too many witnesses. Once you get Rosina, he’ll send people to follow you. Lose the tail and you’re free.”
 

They let one last look pass between them.
 

“I don’t agree with this,” John said. “But good luck.”
 

John opened the door and stepped out. Darwin waited by bouncing from one foot to the other, getting his legs moving and ready for the walk. This was his chance. Rosina was close. He would walk in, get her from the restaurant and walk out. If anyone stepped in his way he would shout fire or pull the fire alarm or call the police beforehand or just wait until she leaves the table to go to the bathroom. Whatever happened, he was going to get his wife.
 

The door opened and John stepped back inside the room.
 

“He’s on the phone. As soon as his call is done, he said I could cover him for a bathroom break.”
 

“Okay.”
 

“That gives me a chance to tell you about a case we had five years ago.” He paused, cleared his throat. “A stupid man, who didn’t realize what he was doing, threatened Yuri in front of his soldiers once.”
 

“And.”
 

“They grabbed his wife at home and poured sulfuric acid on her face, burning her eyes out. The twenty-four-year old model’s face turned to a wrinkled, burned up glob. As far as I know she committed suicide a year later after plastic surgery failed to allow her to go out in public again.”
 

“Brutal. Horrible. How is it men like Yuri aren’t in prison or dead?”
 

“That’s not all.”
 

“What?”
 

“Part of the man was found in a field in Hamilton and the other parts were found in his car’s trunk.”
 

“You mean they dismembered him?”
 

John’s face hardened. “Not exactly.”
 

“Then what?” Darwin stopped bouncing and sat in the chair.
 

“About thirty pounds of flesh was cut off the man while he was still alive. Before that, a blowtorch was applied to his face and his genitals. After burning his cock and balls off, they shoved them inside his burned mouth. He was suspended to the side of a barn with wire where he was blinded by the blow torch and tortured for several days before they finally shot him fifty times. All that because he threatened Yuri.” John leaned against the door, a hand on his stomach. “This is what they do.”
 

“Then maybe I should walk into the restaurant and kill him. He deserves to die.”
 

“Sure, but then you spend the rest of your life in prison.”
 

“Might be better than spending the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.”
 

“You won’t survive prison. The Mafia has the prison system sewn up. You get inside for offing Yuri and you’ll be knifed within the first week.”
 

“Thanks for being so bleak. You’re a pal.”
 

There was a knock on the door.
 

“Coming,” John said. To Darwin, he said, “Are you sure?”
 

“One hundred percent.”
 

John slipped out the door. A moment later, Darwin heard John’s knock.
 

He opened the door.
 

“You’ve got maybe four or five minutes. Staircase is over there.” John pointed to the exit sign.
 

Darwin walked by him, hit the stairs and made it to the main floor without encountering anyone. He opened the stairwell door slowly and stepped out. The hallway was empty, the gift shop already closed. He walked toward the exit sign where the emergency doors led outside.
 

Once outside, he fluffed his hair up and kept his head down as he walked, and sometimes limped, south on University Avenue toward Queen Street.
 

He was quickly lost in downtown Toronto’s evening foot traffic, but one thing kept nagging at him.
 

Why would John, an RCMP officer, carry brass knuckles on him? Could that be part of their police inventory, like handcuffs?
 

Something told Darwin it wasn’t.
 
  

Chapter 4




Darwin passed Yonge Street and continued along Queen, moving slower, his right leg cramping. He leaned against a building to rest. Then he hobbled over to a bus stop and sat on the bench, leaning his shoulder against the Plexiglas shelter.
 

The night air was almost still, a soft breeze rustling the leaves of the small city-planted trees. A horn honked somewhere. Someone who had too much to drink hollered in the distance to his left. A tire squealed.
 

The sounds of the city.
 

He breathed slowly and focused on what he needed to do.
 

“I have no fucking idea,” he said to himself.
 

There really was nothing he could do. How could he walk into the Russian Mafia’s restaurant and take his wife, their guest, out with him? How many men would be guarding Yuri? How many men would be outside watching the door for law enforcement types? This was hopeless and useless.
 

But this was all he had. Rosina was all he had. Knowing she would be in the restaurant, half a block from him, he had no choice. Nothing could keep him from walking through that door.
 

God had kept him in one piece so far. He only needed this one more play.
 

He collected himself and got up. As he shuffled down the sidewalk, a young couple passed him, laughing. He longed for moments like that with Rosina. It had been a while since they shared a laugh together. Rome a few months ago? The safe house in Florida?
 

He remembered their wedding day and yearned to hold her like he did that night.
 

A wave of anger coursed through him and caused goose bumps to rise on his arms. Ever since their honeymoon, the Italian Mafia and now the Russian Mafia had been trying to kill them. He had been forced to kill people to stay alive. The things he’d seen would never leave him. He was scarred for life, as was Rosina.
 

“No more,” he said as the restaurant came into view.
 

The front window was lit up with bright lights from the inside and a neon open sign shone in the top right corner of the window. No one milled about the front door. He’d expected a Russian Mafia type in an expensive suit standing guard.
 

He studied the area. Three people walked east along Queen Street and one man walked toward him on his side of the street. Other than that, the walking traffic here had died down and Darwin didn’t see anyone else within a city block.
 

Cars drove by, but nothing looked out of the ordinary.
 

If John’s source was accurate, which Darwin was willing to bet he was, Yuri would have no reason to expect Darwin to show up. Which probably meant Yuri would treat tonight like any other night, not expecting trouble.
 

As John said, what could the cops do? The restaurant was probably legit. The guests inside would order food, eat, and leave. Everything looked as normal as it should be, but Darwin wouldn’t become complacent.
 

Yuri had to expect trouble if he was harboring Rosina Kostas. She was supposed to be in Florida, tucked away in a safe house, but that safe house was recently attacked and a federal agent was killed and another shot.
 

Darwin stopped across the street from the restaurant.
 

Wouldn’t the cops want to talk to Rosina? Get a statement of what happened in Florida?
 

Why would John say there was nothing the authorities could do?
 

Unless Rosina wasn’t here and this was all a ruse.
 

Could John have sold me to the Russians?
 

Doubt stopped him. He reached back and touched the brass knuckles in his pocket for reassurance. It had been almost two weeks since he’d had to fight. He couldn’t keep risking his life. It made him think of the stitches in his scalp which started to itch.
 

Won’t they be pissed that I walked out of the hospital?
 

He smiled as he slipped the brass knuckles on his right hand. It felt good, bolstering his resolve.
 

He was ready.
 

He stepped out of the shadows. Two Toronto police officers walked along Queen Street toward Yonge. They would pass the Russian restaurant before Darwin got there.
 

He waited.
 

They got closer. To his surprise, they stopped, opened the door of the restaurant and walked inside The Russian Quartet.
 

“Thank you, God. That’s perfect.”
 

No one would touch him with cops inside the joint.
 

He waited for vehicles to pass and hobbled across the road, his legs feeling much better. He just hoped he wasn’t too early and Yuri wasn’t there yet. One of Yuri’s men might recognize Darwin. Would Yuri show up with Rosina if that happened? Probably not.
 

What does Yuri Pavel look like anyway? He chastised himself for not asking John such a simple question.
 

He made it to the window and stopped to peek in past the small white curtain on the inside. The place looked like any other restaurant. A waiter served an older couple halfway down by the end of the bar. Darwin counted ten people, plus the two cops and the waiter. Couples occupied three tables. Three other tables had single men ranging in age from early twenties to fifties. The one in his fifties faced the front of the restaurant reading a newspaper. The bartender was talking to the police officers. They laughed. It looked like one of the cops told a joke.
 

Near the back was a small stage with speakers and a small drum set arranged in the middle for the performers.
 

Rosina was nowhere in sight.
 

She could be in the bathroom, but he doubted it. If Yuri was the man sitting alone reading the newspaper—he actually looked Russian—it was clear he hadn’t come with any sort of security.
 

Everyone had a plate of food. The waiter walked through a door that appeared to lead into the kitchen. Everything looked absolutely normal, although Darwin had no idea what a traditional Russian restaurant was supposed to look like.
 

He checked to see if anyone approached on the sidewalk. It was empty but for two men on the other side of the street walking away from him.
 

Back in the restaurant, one of the cops had disappeared.
 

Darwin decided to go in, walk toward the back and take a seat in the corner. He would order something small and wait. And watch.
 

If John’s source was correct, Yuri Pavel would enter the restaurant at any time with Rosina, and Darwin would make his move.
 

Whatever that is.
 

The door chimed as Darwin entered the restaurant. The bartender looked his way and nodded, then turned back to the cop.
 

Darwin wondered if the cops were looking for him. Would John have told anyone where he was heading?
 

Too late now.
 

He moved through the tables, past the bar and the cop, making sure the brass knuckles remained hidden behind him, and kept moving toward the back. One of the couples looked up at him as he passed, but no one’s eyes lingered.
 

The Russian-looking-newspaper-reading old man didn’t stop reading.
 

At the back, he sat facing the front of the restaurant.
 

Before the waiter could come to his table, the other cop exited the bathroom, met his partner at the bar and together they headed for the front door.
 

Good, they’re not here for me.
 

At the front, the men moved apart. One of them turned off the sign and pulled down thick black shades over the window.
 

What the hell is this?
 

Everyone in the restaurant got up and walked toward the front.
 

What the fuck is going on?
 

He broke into a full-body sweat.
 

The couple closest to his table had left their plates piled high, beverages full.
 

Adrenaline flooded his system. His stomach dropped and his hands shook. He clenched his already sweaty palm tighter on the brass knuckles.
 

The only person still sitting was the old Russian man, his back to Darwin. The fork clinked against the plate and he continued to eat.
 

When the shades were pulled down on all the windows, one of the cops locked the front door.
 

Darwin couldn’t make it past the dozen people congregated near the front if he ran. He hadn’t seen Rosina yet. He didn’t come here expecting this.
 

How much of this was planned? Did John Cavendish call ahead? That sneaky feeling that John sold him out crept up again.
 

“It’s a Darwinian world out there, isn’t it?”
 

The old man set his fork down. Darwin couldn’t tell what the man was eating. The man, who Darwin assumed was Yuri, dabbed at his face with a napkin.
 

“Come, sit with me. It’ll be easier to talk that way.”
 

The crowd at the front dispersed. Most of them walked through the doors that Darwin assumed led into the kitchen. The two Toronto cops moved behind the bar where they began to take their shirts off. Both of them dressed in black turtlenecks.
 

They’re not cops …
 

“Darwin. Don’t make me ask you again.”
 

He looked at the back of the man’s head. He had picked his fork up and was now digging into his food again.
 

Paralysis kept Darwin rooted to the chair. He didn’t want to move until he saw Rosina. He had no idea what to do now.
 

One of the fake cops walked out from behind the bar. As he did, he pulled a hairpiece off his head and smiled at Darwin. His sleeves were rolled up, displaying an array of tattoos. Darwin recognized him instantly.
 

Miklos.
 

The man who attacked Darwin after Darwin had knocked one of Arkady’s soldiers that day in the warehouse.
 

Miklos was Arkady’s crazy bare-knuckle fighter. Where was Arkady, then? He had to be close.
 

Miklos approached. “Nice to see you again, Darwin.” He cleared his throat. “Yuri never asks twice for anyone. That is going to cost you.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “We didn’t get to finish what we started in the warehouse.”
 

Darwin stood and bumped the small table aside with his thigh. It moved a foot and then settled. Miklos stepped even closer, crowding Darwin. He was imposing, exuding violence. Miklos craned his neck sideways, cracked it, flexed his fingers, cracking his knuckles too. Then he hopped from his left foot to right and back again.
 

Before Miklos could take the first punch, Darwin swung his arm up and connected with Miklos’ cheek, the brass knuckles slamming home on solid bone.
 

The violence oozing off Miklos dropped by half as his skin split and squirted blood. He stepped back and touched his cheek, his eyes wide in surprise. Darwin took the moment to advance and hit him again.
 

Miklos lost his balance and fell backwards over a table. Darwin pounced, punching him over and over, letting all the pent-up rage out.
 

Arms grabbed Darwin from behind and lifted him off. He struggled but they held firm. At least three men secured him and lifted him to his feet.
 

Miklos stayed still on the floor, his face a bloody mess of flesh and ruined bone. Darwin caught a glimpse before he was hauled away and thrust toward Yuri’s table. The brass knuckles were ripped from his bloody hand as the men walked him around Yuri and then turned him to face the man.
 

Yuri raised his face, still chewing. He set his newspaper on the table by his plate and gestured with his fork at the empty chair. The men pushed Darwin down and let go.
 

Darwin adjusted himself, righted his shirt and settled into the chair. The three men moved behind the bar. The people who Darwin had thought were patrons had all disappeared except for the three men behind the bar.
 

Yuri looked back at his plate of pasta and dug in as if Darwin and him were old pals catching up over a bite.
 

Darwin rubbed his knuckles. Everything was intact. He touched the stitches in his head and was happy to discover they hadn’t popped.
 

“We have business to discuss,” Yuri said.
 

Darwin shook his head. “No. We don’t.”
 

Yuri put his fork down, dabbed at his mouth with a white napkin and leaned back in his chair. He roamed his eyes over Darwin, checking out his shoulders, his arms, and then finally, he met his eyes.
 

“I was expecting something a little different.”
 

“Sorry to disappoint.”
 

Yuri’s mouth twitched. It looked like he wanted to smile but decided against it.
 

“You’ve created quite a name for yourself.”
 

“How much did you pay Officer Cavendish to sell me out like this? Tell me, how much am I worth?”
 

“That’s none of your concern. But what is of great fucking importance to you is Rosina.”
 

Darwin whacked the table with his fists. “Where is she?”
 

The men behind the bar jumped out and approached. Yuri waved them off.
 

“If you want to see Rosina alive, you’re going to remain calm and listen. Can you do that? Or would you like to die now?”
 

Darwin didn’t respond. He removed his hands from the table and placed them at his sides.
 

“Good.” Yuri moved his plate, setting it on the newspaper. “I have a proposition for you, but first we talk.”
 

“What kind of proposition?”
 

Yuri brought up his index finger. “First we talk.” He lowered his head and raised his eyebrows. “Understand?”
 

“Talk fast.”
 

The men moved back behind the bar.
 

“You have somewhere to go?”
 

“I haven’t killed anyone in a few weeks. I’m getting the itch.”
 

Yuri pulled out a small box and set it on the table. From inside the box he lifted out a fat cigar. After lighting it, he dropped the box back inside his suit jacket pocket. He puffed the cigar to life and gazed at Darwin through the smoke. “Are you threatening me?”
 

“No. I’m threatening those three behind the bar. Miklos and I started a fight a few weeks back. I was trying to finish it before they interrupted.”
 

“I know about that fight. That’s why I brought Miklos here today. I needed to see it for myself. The rumors about you could be all lies.”
 

“Don’t believe all that you hear. I’m newly married, looking to spend a quiet life with my wife. It’s you and your kind who keep getting in the way.”
 

“That is too bad.” Yuri dragged on the cigar and blew the smoke sideways. “Was it that shit Cavendish that gave you the brass knuckles?”
 

“Yes. My turn. Where’s my wife?”
 

“There are four weapons pointed at you at all times.”
 

“Where’s my wife?” Darwin asked again, this time louder.
 

“I have no idea. Probably with Arkady. He’s skipped town.”
 

Darwin wanted to dive across the table and jam the cigar into one of Yuri’s eyeballs.
 

“Then who are you?” Darwin asked. “Why are we meeting? Why are you wasting my time?”
 

“Because I’m the only one who can get you your wife back.”
 

“How’s that?”
 

“I want Arkady. Since I believe he has Rosina, and you want her, we have a mutual goal. Arkady won’t kill her if he thinks he can still get to you. At the same time, he won’t walk into a meeting with me. He knows I’ll have him executed for what he has done to my town.”
 

“Toronto’s your town?”
 

“Toronto has always been a city that’s too big for one family—until now. Arkady was my last problem. He has hurt the Italians badly and now the Triads. Once he’s gone, Toronto is mine.”
 

“And you think I want to help you?”
 

Yuri tapped ashes off his cigar. He gestured at one of the men by the bar. “Two vodkas.”
 

His attention back on Darwin, he said, “Reason number one, you don’t have a choice. Reason number two, Rosina.”
 

Darwin waited. The small shot glasses of vodka appeared before them. The man set the bottle on the table close to Yuri.
 

“Drink.”
 

Yuri picked his glass up and drank it all down.
 

Darwin glanced at the glass and decided to go for it. He needed a drink. When he was finished, he slammed the empty shot glass down as hard as Yuri did.
 

“Good,” Yuri said. “Now we talk like men.”
 

Yuri poured more into both glasses. He set the cigar down and steepled his fingers.
 

“Darwin, I’m a patient man. It’s a discipline. You learn it in prison. Patience allows you to think, strategize. Are you patient, Darwin?”
 

“Sometimes. But when it comes to Rosina, never.”
 

Yuri smiled this time. The tension in the room felt lighter. Darwin’s pulse slowed, but he stayed alert, ready.
 

“When I grew up in Russia, we didn’t have much money. My father left my mother to raise us. We had rats in our small one-bedroom apartment. I watched while my mother would strangle the rats with her bare hands to protect us.”
 

Yuri took another swig from his glass. Darwin left his untouched. One was enough. He couldn’t get drunk.
 

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” Yuri asked.
 

“Yes. You learned at an early age to protect what’s yours by strangling the rats.”
 

“Very good. In Toronto, I’m trying to build political and financial connections. I’m running a business. I can’t do that with renegades like Arkady causing too much attention.”
 

Darwin waited.
 

“The Gambino and Fuccini Families needed to be reduced or removed because they were directing subordinates to use intimidation and violence to collect a mob tax from me here in Toronto. I tasked Arkady to handle it. I understand you got in the way but ended up helping the cause. For that, we drink.”
 

Darwin guessed that Yuri liked to hear himself talk.
 

“People asked who you work for. The FBI is stymied by you. The media call you The Blade, even though, as I understand it, you have a phobia of knives.”
 

“Not anymore.”
 

“How’s that? They can cure phobias?”
 

Darwin turned his head far enough to show Yuri the stitches.
 

“They operated on you to remove a phobia?”
 

“No, I banged my head after Arkady tried to kill me. It caused swelling on the part of the brain that handles phobias. They seem to have disappeared.”
 

“Well, well, that’s good news because I wouldn’t know what to expect when I introduce you to The Scythe, my main executioner.”
 

“The Scythe? And why would you introduce me to him?”
 

Yuri nodded while he poured more vodka. “He’s back at the house. You’ll meet him later.”
 

“You don’t travel with him?”
 

“No, he likes to stay hidden nowadays. He gets queasy around food.”
 

“What? Queasy around food? Why?”
 

“He got shot a couple of times in the gut. Lost part of his stomach and his ability to eat certain foods. Half the time he ends up in the hospital on an IV if he eats the wrong thing. Scy worked himself up so much about food that he can’t even be near it anymore. He juices.”
 

“Juices?”
 

“Yeah, fruits and vegetables in a juicer. That’s how he gets his nutrients. Once in a while there’s the odd thing he will eat, but …”
 

“What does he eat?” Darwin asked, genuinely interested.
 

“I don’t think we’re here to talk about the eating habits of my employees.”
 

The three men stood idly by, lingering behind the bar.
 

“What next?” Darwin asked.
 

Yuri turned and addressed one of the men. “Go check if Miklos is still with us.”
 

Darwin had momentarily forgotten about Miklos.
 

The tallest of the three men sauntered down the restaurant toward the back. He stopped and knelt down.
 

“Barely. His pulse is slow, but he’ll make it.”
 

“Finish him and clean it up.”
 

The man pulled a long blade that glinted in the light from above him. His arm stroked across the front of Miklos, near his neck, back and forth a couple of times.
 

“He’s gone.”
 

“Good. Clean it up.” Yuri said to Darwin, “He worked for Arkady. I only brought him under my fold as your first test.”
 

“Thanks for thinking of me.”
 

“As soon as they clean up the body, we’ll leave.”
 

“Where are we going?”
 

“You will be a guest in my home until word reaches me of Arkady’s location. Then you will set up a meeting with Arkady and I will swoop in,” he made a flying gesture with his hand, “and finish Arkady as my mother did to the rats.”
 

“What if I refuse to help you?”
 

“You will die a very painful death. One only the devil could enjoy.”
 

“That doesn’t leave me many options.”
 

“No, no it doesn’t.”
 

The cigar had gone out due to lack of use. Yuri tried to light it again.
 

“You want to know the irony of my situation?” Yuri asked.
 

“Of course. Since I walked in tonight, that was second on my list of things I wanted to know.”
 

Yuri stared at him. “Do you find the sarcasm keeps you alive?”
 

“I’m still here, aren’t I?”
 

Yuri blinked. He drank and placed both hands on the table. “The American government paid for the flight that brought me over here from Russia. Can you believe that?”
 

“Nope.”
 

“I’m a vor v zakonye, which means thief in law.” He unbuttoned the top of his collar shirt and pulled it open. “See this giant eagle tattoo on my chest?” Yuri looked down, then back at Darwin. “This shows my status as a vor. We’re sworn to abide to a code, or what we call human law. Never work a legitimate job, or join the army. Never pay taxes and never help the police in any way for any reason, except to trick them. Back in the days of the gulag, the Russian prison system before the 1960s, vors had a secret language that even the authorities couldn’t decipher.”
 

“Impressive.”
 

“Is that disrespect?”
 

“No. I’m serious. It really is impressive.”
 

Two men lifted Miklos’ body and carried him to the kitchen door.
 

“When I was twenty-two-years old, the Soviet Union released me from prison, early I might add, and stamped my passport, Jew. That allowed me to leave the USSR. I was flown to a transit camp near Rome, which was operated by the Hebrew Immigration Aid Society. After four months, in 1982, the American government paid for a flight for me to New York. Isn’t that something?”
 

“Why tell me? How does this get my wife back?”
 

“I’m killing time. We don’t open the front door until I am sure you weren’t followed and the blood has been cleaned up behind me. Also, I’m telling you this so you understand that it was the American government, along with the Canadians that allowed us Russians to come here and flourish. I want you to know that the people you pay taxes to did this to you and your wife.”
 

“Interesting rationale.”
 

“In the Russian prison system, the authorities beat you before they interrogate you. They put dirt in a sock and whack your kidneys until you urinate blood for days. Once a man has done time on the Arctic Circle, what can the spineless North American legal system do to us? The Russian Mafia now operates in more than fifty nations. We’re smart, we’re organized and we don’t care what the fuck happens.” He gulped the rest of his vodka down and slammed his glass on the tabletop again.
 

The effects of the little vodka Darwin had were seeping into his consciousness.
 

“You see what I’m saying to you?” Yuri asked.
 

“This isn’t a job interview.”
 

Yuri frowned. “What?”
 

“You gave me an impressive résumé, but I’m not hiring. I work alone.”
 

“What are you talking about?”
 

A man stepped up to Yuri and whispered in his ear. Yuri nodded.
 

“Stand up, Darwin.”
 

“Where are we going?”
 

Yuri got up stepped away from the table. “Am I going to have to always ask you things twice?”
 

“This is my second time. Where are we going?”
 

Yuri waved his arm. “Get him to his feet. I’m tired of talking to him.”
 

Two men moved behind Darwin and grabbed his arms to lift him up. The other man was mopping the floor where Miklos had once been.
 

Before Darwin knew what they were doing, his arms were wrenched behind him and some kind of twist ties were wrapped around his wrists.
 

“Hey, what the …”
 

He was shoved down onto the table, his face almost connecting with the plate and leftover pasta. An odd thought struck him about how he thought the Italians were the ones who ate pasta and not the Russians.
 

A black cloth hood came down over his head.
 

“I can’t fucking see,” he shouted.
 

“You won’t have to see where we’re going,” Yuri said.
 

It was dark and he wasn’t panicking. This was the first time since he could remember that the darkness didn’t cause him to become violently angry. It scared him, too, because that anger was what saved his life in the past.
 

They pulled him up to a standing position.
 

“Are you going to be quiet while we walk you out the back door?” Yuri asked.
 

“I don’t have ESP.”
 

“ESP?”
 

“Fuck, for a top Russian gangster, you’re not that bright, are you? It means, I can’t tell the future—”
 

Something hit him in the back of the head so hard, before his eyes rolled back, he was already out.
 
  

Chapter 5




When Darwin woke, the hood was gone and his hands were free. The sun shone through a window high on the wall.
 

He was in a basement of a house, as far as he could tell. Vents hummed, pumping air into the room. The room’s walls were made of glass or a thick plastic. A toilet sat in one corner.
 

He lifted up onto his elbow and examined his wrists. Small chafe marks were left behind from the twist ties. The back of his head was sore, but at least whatever hit him missed where the stitches were.
 

He rolled off the small mattress—a padded mat—and planted his feet on the floor. His head throbbed, but not as bad as when he first woke in the hospital.
 

The four walls of the square prison appeared to be the same length. A small vent the length of an average ruler was situated in the top corner of the wall above his mattress. There was no door.
 

This is fucked.
 

He got up and walked the length of the closest wall, running his hand along its surface. Then the next wall. No indents or hinges where a door could be found were evident.
 

On the other side of the glass, the room appeared to be a normal basement. A set of stairs led up and out of the darkness. The only light came from the small rectangular window at the top of the far wall of the house, on the other side of his glass prison.
 

A wave of lightheadedness hit him, and he walked back to the mattress and sat down. After a moment, he lay down.
 

A door opened in the other room. Light spilled down the staircase. Someone descended the steps. A large man in a suit that was two sizes too small stopped at the bottom.
 

“Good morning,” he said, the voice metallic through the walls. Somehow the room amplified the speaker’s voice from the outside. “How are you feeling?”
 

Darwin stayed quiet. He wasn’t in the mood for chatting with the pain throbbing in his head.
 

The man walked away and disappeared behind a wall. When he returned, he had a white sock in his hand. He stopped on the other side of the glass and peered in at Darwin.
 

The light in the basement increased as the door opened again. This time, two men came down the steps. After a moment, all three stood outside the glass wall staring in at Darwin as if he was a caged animal in a zoo.
 

The first man pushed a button and the wall in front of them began sliding sideways.
 

So there’s the door.
 

The big guy eased out of his jacket and stepped inside the glass cell. The two men pulled large guns and cocked them.
 

“What’s this?” Darwin asked.
 

“Your first day.”
 

“Like in high school? Initiation?”
 

“Sort of. Get up.”
 

Darwin hesitated, but then realized that this was a man whose patience shouldn’t be tried. He rolled off the padded mat and stood.
 

“Turn around. Face the glass.”
 

“Why?”
 

The two guns rose in unison.
 

“I get it,” Darwin said. “Yuri kidnapped me, brought me all the way here to use me as bait for Arkady and now you’re just going to shoot me. Is that it? Your orders are to walk down and kill The Blade?”
 

“No. Our orders are to teach you what life is about.”
 

“And you’re an authority on that?”
 

“In this house, I am. These men have orders to shoot to wound if you try to fight back. Now turn around or prepare for your first bullet.”
 

Darwin met the gaze of all three men. Then he slowly turned around and waited.
 

He couldn’t believe how painful the first blow was. The sock felt like it was filled with coal as it came down again and again on each side of his spine. He yelled out like a house cat being tortured and dropped to the floor as his knees caved under the pain. On the ground, writhing, he received a couple of more hits and then it stopped.
 

When they were done, the three men retreated and slid the glass wall back into place, leaving Darwin alone, face down on the cold floor. His heart raced, lungs expanding and contracting. He was afraid to move in case something was broken.
 

Then he had a sudden urge to urinate. He waited, tried to calm his breathing, and held his bladder in check. He would go when his heart rate calmed down and his breathing was more under control.
 

What the fuck was that all about?
 

He had to get away from these people. Their world was one of continual violence and death. Since his involvement began, all he wanted was to be left alone. Any violence he perpetrated against the Mafia was in self defense. But they wouldn’t let that go. They just kept coming. When that glass door opened again, he would have to do whatever he could to get out. There had to be a way.
 

He pushed up slowly with his hands and tried to get high enough off the mattress to stand. The pain flared when he moved, but if he didn’t soon, his bladder would release on the bed and he’d be stuck sleeping in it for however long he was in here.
 

He gritted his teeth and made it to a standing position. Then he pivoted and faced the toilet. Four slow steps later, he undid his jeans and urinated. As he suspected, it was a bright red.
 

“Shit.”
 

When finished, he zipped up and made it back to the bed where he lay down on his stomach.
 

The door opened at the top of the stairs. He didn’t bother to look at who was coming this time. If they were coming to beat him again, there was nothing he could do about it.
 

After a moment, Yuri’s metallic voice entered the glass cell.
 

“How does that feel?”
 

“Lovely.”
 

“You have no idea how many beatings I endured at the hands of someone who had power and control over me. I thought since we’ll be working together you would need to get to know me more intimately.”
 

“Okay, you’ve achieved that. I know enough now. You’re a sick man. Thanks. It fucking hurts.”
 

“That’s the point, Darwin. Only the strong survive, though, as your name suggests.”
 

Darwin moaned. All his life people made remarks about his name.
 

“I want you to suffer while we wait for Arkady and Rosina to surface.”
 

Darwin moved his head enough to look at Yuri who stood up against the glass by the part that was the door. He wore a different suit than when they met at the restaurant.
 

“Why would you need me to suffer?” Darwin asked. “What’s the point other than a perverse pleasure?”
 

“There’s an old Russian proverb that goes, revenge is the sweetest form of passion. I want you to hate the people who put you in this position.”
 

“You put me here. I hate you.”
 

“You have so much to learn. Arkady has orchestrated this since the Fuccini meeting at the abandoned airplane hangar. He had Gambino attack it. Then he went after Gambino with promises of territory. His trickery knows no bounds. He even tricked me. That I can’t allow. But of all people, he has ruined you. He has taken your innocent life away and now, as far as we can tell, he has Rosina. I want you to hate him with everything in your soul. Once you get to that place, I won’t be anything to you except a means to an end. I will cease to be your enemy. Instead, I will be an ally, someone you can use to get to Arkady. On that day, we can work together.”
 

“Okay, that makes sense. I get it. I’m there.”
 

“Where?”
 

“I’m with you. Now let me out and we’ll have vodka together and discuss this further upstairs. Once we find out where he is, we’ll go together and kill him.”
 

Yuri chuckled. “Under other circumstances, I could really get to like you.”
 

“I’m serious. There’s no need to make me more revengeful. I’m good.” He turned more to face Yuri who was shaking his head.
 

“No, I don’t think so. I have broken many men in my life. When you break, I will be able to tell by the look in your eyes. It takes weeks, sometimes months, but you will break, Darwin. I assure you of that. In the meantime, I will have my men beat you every day until then. When you are on your knees begging me to stop it and kill you, then I will have you where I want you.”
 

“Oh shit, you’re serious.”
 

“Absolutely.”
 

“What about dinner?”
 

“Excuse me.”
 

“You’re going to feed me, right? I mean, beat me, hold me prisoner, but you have to feed me. You can’t take me out like this and expect me to give it up without a meal first.”
 

“You’re always trying to be humorous. I like that.” Yuri waved a finger back and forth. “No, I don’t think you need any food. You’re better to me in a weakened state. You have water in the toilet. You will get a small bowl of soup once every four days or so, if I remember to do it, of course.”
 

Darwin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’re joking, right?”
 

“No, I’m not. And because of your attitude and disrespectful mouth, you just forfeited your first meal.” Yuri looked at his watch. “Today’s the eighth. That means I will bring you a little to eat on the sixteenth of the month.” He met Darwin’s gaze. “Maybe.”
 

“You’re fucked,” was all Darwin could think to say. He realized he was talking to himself.
 

“See, it’s already working. I can feel the hate oozing off you.” He turned away. “Goodbye, Darwin. I leave in an hour for Florida to look for Arkady. When I get back, we’ll have dinner together.”
 

Yuri walked toward the stairs.
 

“Why are you doing this?” Darwin asked.
 

“I told you. Start hating Arkady.”
 

“I already do.”
 

At the stairs, Yuri paused. “Not enough.”
 

“You don’t have to do this. I can work with you. We’ll end this together.”
 

“Darwin,” Yuri turned to look at him. “I enjoy torturing people. Think of it as a pastime for me. One of the two true teachers in this world is suffering, pain. Only through real suffering can you learn life’s lessons.”
 

“What’s the other one?” Darwin wanted to keep him talking. “You said there were two.”
 

“Think about it. You might get it on your own.” He turned away.
 

“How long do you plan on leaving me down here? You know the FBI will be looking for me. I walked out of that hospital without telling anyone.”
 

Yuri started up the steps.
 

“How long?” Darwin shouted.
 

“As long as it takes. At least three to four months. We have to let Arkady feel that the heat is off him. He needs to get comfortable again so he’ll make a mistake.” Yuri’s feet were all that Darwin could see now. “Even after I find him, I will wait, I will have patience, then I will take him out and the Italians and the Triads will be there to witness the execution.”
 

The door opened and Yuri stepped away.
 

“Isn’t revenge sweet?” he yelled down and slammed the door.
 
  

Chapter 6




The sun dropped and the basement descended into absolute darkness. Darwin slept fitfully, dreaming of Rosina and what could’ve been.
 

He stayed on his stomach to avoid adding pressure to his aching back and he peed in the dark, listening to the urine hit the water for aim, knowing it was still red.
 

Being in a glass prison cell was confining, but Darwin felt strangely liberated. All night long, in the absolute darkness, he didn’t feel a single twinge of phobia. Nothing of his old habits surfaced. Just three weeks ago he would’ve banged on the glass until his hands were bloody stumps and probably lost his mind with rage.
 

When light seeped through the basement window in the morning, he paced the small room, his mind racing through options on how to get out of this situation.
 

There was really nothing he could do. For the first time since this nightmare began, he felt truly paralyzed. The man with the dirt-filled sock was huge, more than double Darwin’s size. The next time he came to visit Darwin, it would be to add more pain into his day.
 

It was survival of the fittest after all.
 

With two hired gunmen brought in to back the big guy up, there was no hope.
 

What about Rosina? If Arkady had her, what were the odds she was still alive?
 

“Is this what it’s all come down to? My wife dying at the hands of a ruthless gangster and me being beaten to within an inch of my life to teach me what? How to die?”
 

He stopped pacing and stared through the glass walls. The basement was empty. There was nothing on the floors, nothing stashed in the corners, nothing suspended from the bridging in the ceiling. It wasn’t a normal basement filled with scattered furniture or junk.
 

On the far wall, there was a door that looked like it would lead to a wine cellar or a cold room. He had nothing he could use as a weapon inside the cell. The mattress was a very thin piece of foam without springs. The toilet had no seat and no working back. It was simply a porcelain circle with a button on the backside by the pipe that flushed the water. It reminded him of toilets he’d seen in Italy.
 

No tools, no weapons, no hope.
 

“What the fuck am I going to do?” he asked himself in frustration.
 

No one answered. He watched the sun rise by the brightness in the basement and guessed the hours as they passed. All he had was time to think, which wasn’t going too well.
 

If he knew Rosina was dead, what would he have to live for? To always be hunted by Mafia animals? To never be left alone?
 

It broke his heart to think of Rosina dead, but he needed to rationalize his reality. If she was alive, then Darwin getting beaten, starved and deprived of freedom for months, only to be used as bait for Arkady, was not helping her.
 

The only way to get back to her was to not be down here in this prison.
 

But how could he get out?
 

What worked for him in the past was going crazy. For some reason when someone lost their mind and became unpredictable, people became wary or they did something rash.
 

The risk of serious injury or even death rose. But without trying something insane, staying behind, rotting in Yuri’s personal gulag was going to kill him. He was better off dying on day one with a chance at freedom than enduring months of slowing dying and no chance of freedom.
 

Also, he was at the strongest he would be right now, before they starved him and beat him further. His escape attempt had to be the next time anyone opened the glass door. Anytime after that, he would be weaker and sorer.
 

Now that he had the time arranged, he needed to figure out the method.
 

“I’ve got the will,” he said out loud. “All I need is the how.”
 

It took him over an hour to figure out the how, and even then it was a slippery proposition, but he had nothing else to work with.
 

All he had to do was wait for someone to open the glass door.
 

The sun peaked, then headed farther west. After a time, it dipped. The light in the basement dimmed. Then it was black again.
 

Yuri said he was heading to Florida last night. He didn’t leave me alone in the house, did he?
 

He used his hands to feel along the wall to the toilet. Once there, he knelt down and lowered his head. After cupping water, he drank. Then drank more.
 

Once his thirst was sated, he stood and urinated.
 

Could there be something I can do with the toilet?
 

He thought about breaking the toilet off its mounts, but there were four large bolts at the back secured tighter than his fingers could undo.
 

After urinating, he flushed the toilet.
 

Maybe he could flush the toilet continuously. Or plug it with his shirt and fill the room with water.
 

What would happen if he was unsuccessful? His mattress would be soaked and his shirt would stink. Yuri would be pissed and probably kill him as soon as light another cigar.
 

But it was worth a try.
 

Maybe the water would short out the electrical in the house, thereby releasing the magnetized glass door to his prison.
 

Worst case scenario was he caused Yuri’s home to be damaged before Yuri killed him. Best case, he escaped while everyone was away for a week.
 

There hadn’t been a single noise from anywhere in the house all day.
 

He removed his shirt and balled it up. After feeling his way to the bottom of the toilet, he jammed the shirt in the small hole and placed his thumb on the flush button.
 

One more drink from the non-contaminated water and he was ready to go. Maybe only fresh water would pour over the rim, but he wasn’t taking any chances.
 

He pushed the button. The water rushing into the bowl had nowhere to go. He waited, then flushed again.
 

The bowl filled and seeped over the edge.
 

He flushed again.
 

Then the unexpected happened. Due to the increased weight of the water and the force of the pump on the inside of the toilet bowl, his shirt got sucked through the hole and disappeared.
 

He heard it suck and pop through. Using his fingers to feel the level, the water was leaving the inside of the toilet bowl rapidly.
 

Only a little had made it over the edge where he sat on the floor.
 

“For fuck’s sake.”
 

He got up and slid out of his jeans. In his socks and Uomo underwear from Italy, Darwin balled his jeans up and jammed them in the bottom of the toilet.
 

“I’m coming for you, baby,” he said to Rosina. “We’ve been through worse.”
 

He got down and flushed the toilet, feeling the bowl fill. He flushed again. Then again.
 

Soon, water filled the floor around him. He flushed and flushed. After every three or four flushes, he felt the jeans to make sure they weren’t moving. Then he flushed again and again.
 

Renewed power coursed through him. Tears rolled over his eyes. Energy filled his muscles. He was escaping. He felt it and drank it in. Whatever happened after this, he was leaving the basement of the Russian Mafia, whether he was walking out on his own power or in a body bag.
 

Any other option was too depressing.
 

It would seem he was flushing for hours before the water collected to a couple of inches on his underwear where he sat against the glass wall by the toilet.
 

He flushed one more time and then felt his way to the door.
 

As far as he could tell in the dark, the water seeped under the door and through cracks around the base.
 

He slapped the glass. “Damn.”
 

It would take days to fill the prison, weeks to fill the basement. Water needed to get as high as the electrical panel. Usually basements had drains for water-heater leaks or laundry rooms. Even if the water started to fill the basement, it would simply drain out.
 

Nothing he had done was working. He’d lost his shirt and his jeans were soaked.
 

The toilet stopped after his last flush.
 

The silence was intense after spending over an hour constantly flushing the toilet.
 

“Rosina, I’m sorry.”
 

He had nothing else to go on, nothing else to do. No one was here and all he had was the toilet to keep him company. The sound of hunger pains twisted his stomach.
 

He felt his way along the wall to the toilet and sat down beside it.
 

He flushed it.
 

“So that’s how you feel, eh?”
 

The toilet answered with gurgling noises.
 

“Do you think I can survive this?”
 

He flushed.
 

“That does not sound promising.”
 

He flushed.
 

“Will Arkady die soon?”
 

He flushed.
 

“Now we’re talking. Thank you. How about Yuri? Is he coming up for execution?”
 

The toilet responded with a luxurious flush.
 

“Will everyone who wants to kill Rosina and me die?”
 

The toilet flushed twice.
 

“I like talking to you because you have all the right answers.”
 

The flushing continued, the toilet not willing to offer more than that.
 

Water pooled around him.
 

Darwin fell asleep on the floor, lost in despair, blood from his wounded kidneys coloring his underwear as he contemplated what death would feel like.
 
  

Chapter 7




Darwin woke with an ache in his neck. His back cried out where he was whacked with the sock the day before and his head throbbed.
 

Why the hell did I sleep on the cement floor in my underwear?
 

Last night came back to him in a rush. He looked around in the dim sunlight coming through the basement window. A lot of the water had moved to lower parts of the uneven floor and pooled there. His underwear and socks were damp.
 

He got to his feet and stretched, moaning as his tight muscles protested. He needed to urinate but didn’t want to use the full toilet as it was still jammed up with his jeans. He walked over to the door and pissed on it, yawning.
 

When he was done, he stopped and listened. The house was silent.
 

The mattress was darker on the underside, moist from the water it had lain in. He folded it in half and then placed it beside the toilet like a beanbag-futon chair thing, sat down and set his arm on the toilet.
 

He flushed the toilet.
 

Then he flushed it again.
 

“Imagine, my life has been reduced to flushing a toilet in the hopes that something will come of it to gain my freedom. Fucking pathetic.”
 

He flushed.
 

And thought about Rosina. He needed to get more aggressive. He needed to think outside the box. A glass box.
 

He continued flushing as the water seeped across the floor in rivers and out the cracks at the bottom of the door.
 

“You’re in for one hell of a water bill, Mr. Gangster.”
 

What if I take the water to the door?
 

He cupped water in his hands and rushed to the door and checked the seams. He couldn’t detect where the electrical part of the door was fast enough as the water slipped through his fingers.
 

There was a silver rectangular block touching the door on the other side near the corner. That must be the magnet that bolts the glass door closed. It would prove impossible for him to get water to that area.
 

Dejected, he walked back to the mattress and sat down to put his face in his hands.
 

“There has to be a way.”
 

Something banged outside the walls of his prison. It came to him with its metal tinny sound.
 

Someone was home.
 

He waited, hiding behind the toilet bowl in his underwear.
 

After a minute, he heard another bang.
 

Then the basement door opened. Light spilled down the stairs.
 

Adrenaline surged through him. The moment had come. He was ready. This was his gladiator moment, his UFC time in the spotlight. If he succeeded, he would win his freedom and get the girl.
 

“I love you, baby,” he whispered to his wife as the first pair of legs started down the steps.
 

Only one other person followed the giant Russian down this time. They stopped at the bottom and flicked on the lights.
 

“What the hell is this?” the giant asked in a gruff voice. “What have you done?”
 

He followed the water trail until it led him to the side of the glass prison staring down at the toilet.
 

“It got plugged,” Darwin said, shrugging. “I didn’t have a mop.”
 

“It didn’t get plugged. You’re naked because you jammed your clothes down there.”
 

“That’s good. Are all of you that smart?”
 

He didn’t know how far he could push this large Russian without just getting shot for his trouble.
 

He suddenly realized who the Russian was—The Scythe. Yuri had talked about him at the restaurant. He called him Scy for short.
 

Scy walked around the glass walls until he reached the wooden cellar door in the far wall. He opened it and stepped inside. The man who had followed Scy down the stairs leaned against the wall and picked at his teeth.
 

“I bet you like to bugger little boys,” Darwin said to the man.
 

“Fuck you. Talk all you want. You’re the one who’s dead when this is over. I’ll still be drinking vodka, fucking the whores and killing idiots like you for years to come.”
 

Darwin knew he had to push them hard. He needed them blinded with rage so when they opened the door they wouldn’t be thinking straight.
 

“Not if I have anything to do with it,” Darwin whispered.
 

“What was that?” the man asked as he pushed off the wall and stepped closer to the glass.
 

“I said, not if I have anything to do with it. If I had it my way, I would put you on the ground right here in front of me and step on your face. How would you like that? Can I step on your fucking face?”
 

“Oh, you little …”
 

“Don’t talk to him,” Scy yelled from the back room.
 

The man pulled out his gun and clicked the safety off.
 

“If I get the chance,” he said, his voice low, “I will use this.” He shook the gun for emphasis. “I will put holes in your body for hours, keeping you alive long enough to go for a record. Would you like a new hole in your ass? Maybe you want a new hole in your balls?”
 

“What, so you can fuck me like the women you never get? No thanks. A bullet in the forehead will do me just fine.”
 

The man slapped the glass. “I will kill you for that.”
 

“You know, they say homophobia is produced in men who have gay tendencies. You must be attracted to cock and want one in your ass. But you think it’s wrong and fight that side of you. I say go for it. Let yourself be free. Fuck all the men you want. You look like the type.”
 

The man smiled on the other side of the glass. “All you got is your mouth.”
 

“I took my clothes off for you,” Darwin said. “Come and get it. I’ll let you take my underwear off. Come on.”
 

“When Scythe opens this door in a minute, I’m coming in and I’m going to put a bullet in your face.”
 

“I said no talking,” Scy yelled. He stepped back into view, exiting the little room. “And you will not shoot him. Those aren’t our orders.”
 

“You should hear the shit he’s talking.”
 

“I don’t fucking care what he says. Don’t worry, he’ll get his. Now shut the fuck up.”
 

Scy disappeared in the little room again.
 

“See, I proved my point,” Darwin said.
 

The man stepped away from the glass, clearly agitated.
 

“You’re the woman here, taking orders from your husband. What, you can’t stand up to him?” Darwin waited, then added. “Fucking pussy.”
 

Scy stepped out, this time pulling a cart of some kind. Wires and netting stood at least six feet tall and had a small square table attached to its side. It looked like the inside of a mattress with all the cloth material missing. As Scy dragged it closer, Darwin saw the control box on the table with the large single dial.
 

An electrocution grid of some kind.
 

Two rings for the wrists were bolted into the top two corners. The base of the wire wall had a bowl that Scythe had added water to.
 

They’re going to electrocute me.
 

Darwin flushed the toilet. Water seeped over the edge. He flushed again.
 

“Stop doing that,” Scythe yelled through the glass. “We’ll all fry if there’s fucking water everywhere.”
 

Darwin flushed again.
 

“You little punk.”
 

Scythe pulled a small plastic fob out of his pocket and pushed a button. The glass door began moving on its rollers, opening slowly. He set the fob on the little table by the wire grid.
 

Darwin still sat on the mattress by the toilet. He flushed one more time. He took a deep breath and tried to remain as calm as he could, even though he shook all over.
 

“When I’m dead, what will Yuri say?”
 

“We’re not going to kill you.” Scythe stepped into the cell, followed by his accomplice, who still held the gun. “Just hurt you real bad.”
 

Darwin pointed past Scythe. “He said he was going to shoot me. You heard him. Something about someone I killed being in his family.”
 

Scythe stopped halfway across the cell and turned around.
 

“That true?” Scythe asked.
 

“No, he’s just fucking with you.”
 

“You heard him yourself,” Darwin pleaded.
 

Scythe stepped closer to Darwin. “Stand up.”
 

He flushed the toilet. “Fuck you. I stand up, this guy is going to shoot me.”
 

“No, he won’t,” Scythe said as he grabbed Darwin’s wrist and yanked him to his feet. Then he slapped Darwin across the face so fast he didn’t see it coming. His face stung and he saw stars for a moment.
 

This was trouble. He couldn’t get tied to that electrical unit and fried for fun.
 

He opened his eyes wide and looked past Scythe’s shoulder. Then he ducked back and yelled, “No! Don’t shoot.”
 

The man had stayed in the center of the cell, giving Scythe room to pull Darwin to his feet.
 

Reflex made Scythe lower his head and turn to look at the gunman.
 

Before he saw no threat and turned back, Darwin raised his knee hard into the Scythe’s stomach where Yuri had told him the Scythe had been shot. As Scy bent over, Darwin threw fist after fist at Scy’s face, but only connected once.
 

Scythe came back up with a fast uppercut that rocked Darwin’s mouth, slamming his teeth together hard. If his tongue had been in the way it would’ve been sliced off. He wondered in that brief second if his jaw had broken.
 

His knees gave out and he crumpled to the floor. If it wasn’t for the cold water that his face hit, he might have passed out.
 

“You fucking prick,” Scy yelled.
 

Rough hands grabbed his biceps and lifted him up fast. Darwin kicked and punched, but nothing connected. Scythe tossed him backwards into the glass wall and Darwin slipped down until he hit the floor, his kidneys on fire. He was losing this fight fast.
 

When Scythe came in again, Darwin neared exhaustion. All he had left was his mouth and a full set of strong teeth.
 

Scythe grabbed his shoulders, and Darwin turned into the Scythe’s hand and bit down so hard he felt something crack. His mouth filled with blood instantly as if he bit into a juicy orange.
 

He dug deeper with his teeth and pulled like a wild dog would on a carcass in the wild.
 

Scythe screamed and dropped to his knees. Darwin bit again, this time deeper, energized by the win. A moan escaped his throat as he dug in the second time and locked his jaw in place.
 

Blows rained down on his head, but he knew unless they knocked him out, he wouldn’t let go of Scythe’s flesh. He couldn’t or it was over.
 

Scythe got his other hand on top of Darwin’s head and brought his fingers down to the top of Darwin’s eyes. Then he pushed inward. Darwin wanted to scream at the pain, but his mouth would open if he did. Instead, he moaned louder, a roar coming out of his throat.
 

Scythe’s fingers dug deeper. The pain grew in intensity. It was enough that Darwin had to let his mouth go and back away from the pressure on his eyes.
 

When he did, he wrapped a hand around the Scythe’s neck and pulled down as hard as he could, ramming Scythe’s forehead onto the edge of the toilet bowl.
 

Scythe’s skin split and blood shot out in a small torrent. He tried to pull away, but Darwin yanked again, driving Scythe’s forehead into the bowl over and over until Scythe crumpled to the floor on the other side of the bowl.
 

The whole time, the other man jumped from foot to foot, watching the fight over Scythe’s shoulder, no doubt wondering how to help in the confined space.
 

Darwin reached inside the toilet and yanked his sopping wet jeans out of the hole.
 

“You’re next, asshole,” he said as he got to his feet, his eyes having trouble focusing after all the pressure on them.
 

The man leveled the gun at Darwin’s face. “Stay where you are.”
 

“What, you’re going to shoot me? When Yuri gets home he will cut you up for killing his bait. No, I don’t think you’re going to shoot me. We fight.”
 

The man turned and ran out of the prison. He got to the wire grid and grabbed the fob to push the button for the glass door to close it. Darwin bolted after him as the door began to shut, his wet jeans clung tightly in his hand. He slipped out in time and dove at the man, knocking into him like he was tackling the quarterback.
 

They hit the floor and rolled. The gun was lost under the cart.
 

Darwin screamed like a warrior fighting ten men as he pummeled the man as hard and as fast as he could, pain shooting through his back like it was on fire. The man fought back, landing a few punches and two solid kicks that knocked the wind out of Darwin.
 

One solid knee connected with Darwin’s solar plexus. His lungs emptied and he rolled into a ball, trying to catch his breath. The man stood up, and a moment later the room hissed with a buzzing sound.
 

He turned the wire grid on.
 

“You are going to fry for what you’ve done.” The man sounded like he had a lisp as he spoke through broken teeth.
 

He stepped up to Darwin and kicked him in the back. Darwin yelped, hoping he wouldn’t pass out. If he did, he was dead. The room spun, his eyelids fluttered.
 

Blood seeped from sections of skin pulled back over his knuckles where they had made contact with the man’s teeth.
 

Darwin brought his fist up to his mouth, closed his eyes, and bit down on the open wound. It hurt so bad he immediately yanked his fist out but he was fully awake again.
 

The wet jeans were beside him. He grabbed them and rubbed his face in the cooled water that seeped out.
 

He rolled to his hands and knees, holding the wet jeans. The room buzzed with electricity.
 

“Good, get up,” the man yelled. “We need to finish this.”
 

Darwin brought his feet under him. The man stood between him and the wire grid. Once Darwin was fully standing, the man reached out to grab him. Darwin tossed the soaked jeans at the man’s face. The pant legs wrapped around the man’s shoulders before he could stop them.
 

The second Darwin tossed the jeans, ignoring the searing pain in his back, he ran at the man. He used both hands to shove the man toward the grid and then jumped out of the way, rolling to a dry part of the floor.
 

The man fell backwards, the wet jeans still wrapped around his neck, and landed on the lower half of the live-wire grid.
 

It sizzled and crackled upon contact, the lights above Darwin in the basement dimming.
 

The man screamed and vibrated violently as he fried. Smoke oozed off his skin. A nasty odor hit Darwin’s nostrils.
 

Sparks flew from the small box on the table. Then it was over as fast as it had started. The grid shut off and the lights in the basement normalized.
 

The man slipped off the grid and dropped to the floor, smoke coming off him.
 

“Holy shit!” Darwin shouted. “How high did you have that thing? Are you fucking crazy?”
 

He crawled away backwards until he could see inside the room where Scythe had pulled the grid from. Two tables were littered with boxes and tools. The back wall had shelves covered in canning jars. He couldn’t tell what food was in the jars from where he was but it looked like peaches and jams. There was an array of colors—oranges, tans, reds and blacks.
 

This must be where Yuri’s wife stores her foodstuffs and where Yuri stores his tools of torture. How nice.
 

He lay on the cement floor, too sore to stand just yet. There could be more men upstairs, and he was in no mood to fight anyone else just yet.
 

He closed his eyes to rest a moment and catch his breath.
 

Then something hit him so hard he felt as if his face broke. Before he could open his eyes, he was hit again.
 

He brought his hands up to protect his face and tried to roll into a ball, but it was no use. He got hit three more times before he saw who was hitting him.
 

Scythe stood over him, blood covering his face from the wound the toilet bowl gave him. His eyes were wide, his mouth a smile.
 

“Hello, Darwin.”
 

“Hey.”
 

“You are no longer live bait.”
 

“No?”
 

Scythe shook his head, blood falling from his chin. “You are dead. Yuri will understand. He underestimated your will to live.”
 

“Everyone seems to do that. Even you.”
 

The pain in his cheeks made him talk as if his mouth was paralyzed.
 

“You’re right. Even me.” Scythe brought a gun up. “Goodbye, Darwin.”
 

“Wait,” Darwin raised both hands. “Aren’t you The Scythe?”
 

“Yeah. So?”
 

“Then why the gun? Where’s your scythe? If this was a movie, wouldn’t you have to kill me with your scythe?”
 

“This isn’t a movie and I will not leave you alone long enough to go and get my scythe.” He clicked something on the gun. “I’m going to enjoy this.”
 

Darwin lifted his foot hard and fast, connecting with Scythe’s crotch. As Scythe bent over, Darwin rolled into the cold room as fast as he could.
 

The gun went off, the bullet chipping the cement beside his head. It went off again. A searing pain ran through his calf muscle. He rolled a few more times in case another bullet was headed his way, and he bumped into the wall under the canned food shelves.
 

Scythe filled the doorway, his broad shoulders almost touching the door frame on each side. One hand held his crotch and the other, the gun.
 

“I like the fight you have in you,” Scythe said.
 

Darwin looked around for a weapon. Nothing was close but the canning jars. He reached above his head and snatched one off the shelf.
 

Peaches.
 

“What are you going to do with that?” Scythe asked. “Feed me to death?”
 

Darwin tossed the jar high in the air. It landed on the cement floor between him and the door where Scythe stood. He grabbed another, then another, and lobbed them at Scythe. Each one broke, spreading peaches across the floor.
 

“Stop,” Scythe yelled. He raised the gun, but his hand shook. “Stop it.”
 

Darwin got on his knees and reached to a higher shelf.
 

Jams.
 

He threw them harder at the doorway, closer to Scythe’s feet.
 

The gun fired. Darwin ducked. It fired again. A jar shattered beside Darwin’s head.
 

Holy shit.
 

He threw a smaller jar of pickles right at Scythe. It hit the doorframe beside him and shattered, spewing green pickles and pickle juice all over Scythe’s chest and face.
 

Scythe fired his gun one more time and then dropped it. The last bullet broke one of the shelf supports an inch above Darwin’s face. A dozen jars dropped, a couple of them hitting Darwin, the rest falling harmlessly beside him, except two jars that broke when they hit the wall. They covered Darwin’s chest and stomach in foodstuffs.
 

He dropped to his butt. Peach juice and chunks of red jam filled the room with an intense strawberry smell.
 

Scythe had retreated from the door, retching around the corner.
 

Then Darwin remembered what Yuri had said about The Scythe.
 

Half the time he ends up in the hospital on an IV if he eats the wrong thing. Scy worked himself up so much about food that he can’t even be near it much anymore. He juices.
 

He’d had a stomach injury. That’s why he wasn’t at the restaurant that day.
 

Still in socks and underwear, Darwin got to his feet. He couldn’t believe a body could be so wracked with pain. His back screamed, his face ached and he was afraid to look at the damage to his hands after all the abuse he’d rained down on them, even though his vision was clearing.
 

On the verge of exhaustion, his stamina was all but gone. But he had no choice. Fall asleep here and never wake up, or get out of the house and sleep away from this mad world.
 

In his sock feet, he tried to step around the shards of glass, but picked a couple up on the way to the door. All he could smell was the jam dripping off this chest and belly. Peaches clung to his white underwear, making the blood stains look like an abstract collage of colors that had been painted on him.
 

Scythe was on the floor near the stairs, passed out, vomit covering his chin and neck, clumps of it resting on his chest. It was a liquid green mess.
 

Darwin leaned against the wall. His legs threatened to not support him.
 

I have to get out of here.
 

He picked up the gun and hobbled over to Scythe. On his way past the wire grid he realized that soaking his jeans in the toilet had helped him fry the man to the grid. It was one thing to be electrocuted—but quite something else to be electrocuted with sopping wet denim wrapped around your neck. 
 

After checking the safety on the weapon, Darwin aimed it at Scythe’s forehead from one foot away.
 

Then he pulled the trigger.
 

Nothing happened. He pulled again. Nothing.
 

That’s why Scythe dropped it.
 

There was no energy left in him to search for more bullets. If he didn’t leave now, he would pass out.
 

The stairs were like walking up the side of a mountain. He collected himself at the top, breathed in deep and waited for his heartbeat to calm.
 

He pushed the door open and stepped into the hallway. Both ways, the house was empty.
 

Darwin put one foot in front of the other and walked to the front door of the house, leaving bloody footsteps behind him from the glass wounds. Chunks of peaches and jams slipped off his body and mixed with the blood.
 

He opened the door and the sun hit his skin, warming him. He walked outside and started across the grass.
 

Yuri’s house was on the end of a cul de sac with no other houses on either side. It was like he bought the whole block and then just had his house built there.
 

Someone yelled behind him. Darwin turned on his heels and almost lost his balance. He couldn’t take anymore.
 

Behind Yuri’s house was an expanse of green.
 

A golf course.
 

The man who had yelled slapped another’s hand in the air and dropped his driver in the bag on the back of a golf cart.
 

The other man stepped up to the tee, took two practice swings, and then tried to murder the ball. He cursed and slammed his club into the ground at his feet.
 

Darwin started toward them. He raised a hand and tried to shout.
 

The men dropped into their cart and sped off.
 

Darwin made it to the edge of the golf course grounds and started for the tee box. He stumbled halfway there, fell to his hands, and dropped to his knees. He couldn’t walk any farther, so he crawled. With each lift of his knee, and each bit he crawled, he expected to pass out.
 

The tee box marker came into view below him.
 

He stopped, fell to his side and rolled onto his back. The sun warmed his thighs, his stomach, his face. The scent of the wet peach and jam covering his body filled the air. He breathed it in and thought about Rosina.
 

A golf cart engine revved from somewhere to his left.
 

“Hey! You okay?” a man shouted.
 

Darwin didn’t want to move. He didn’t want to talk.
 

“Hey?” the man asked, louder.
 

Sleep felt wonderful. The idea of going under for a couple of days was what Darwin needed.
 

The voices were closer. His eyes were closed but he could feel two men standing over him, their shadows crossing his eyelids.
 

“Yeah, hello? Emergency services?” A pause. “Ambulance.” Another pause. “There’s a guy passed out in his underwear on the golf course, covered in some kind of fruit paste. He’s bleeding from multiple places and he’s been beat up pretty bad. What? Yeah, in his underwear.”
 

One of the men leaned in close. “Hey, you awake?”
 

“No, ma’am. He’s not responding. Hurry.”
 

Darwin lowered himself under the veil of unconsciousness.
 
  

Chapter 8




Darwin opened his eyes and tried to bring his hands up to rub them. Bandages covered his right forearm, wrists, and knuckles. He blinked to clear his eyes.
 

Another hospital room.
 

“How was your sleep?”
 

A man in a white lab coat stepped up to his bed.
 

“Where am I?”
 

“In a hospital in Barrie about an hour north of Toronto. Do you know how you got here?”
 

Darwin rested his head on the pillow. No cop sat in the corner, no guard at the door. That meant the doctor didn’t know who he was and no one on the outside knew where he was. It also meant the Mafia had lost him.
 

But if he knew Yuri, it wouldn’t be long before they found out.
 

“I have no idea … about anything.”
 

“You were found in your underwear on a golf course off of highway 93. Do you recall anything that happened?”
 

Darwin looked up at the ceiling tiles and waited. Then he turned to the doctor and stared through him.
 

“Doc, I’m scared. What’s my name? I can’t remember who I am.”
 

The doctor frowned as he pushed his glasses up his nose. He looked down at a clipboard in his hand.
 

“Can you remember anything, like who did this to you?”
 

Darwin turned to look at the window in the room. Sunshine poured in.
 

How long have I slept?
 

“What happened …” Darwin mumbled. He forced a tear and looked back at the doctor. “What happened to me?”
 

“You’re pretty beat up. Damaged kidneys, bruises all over your body. In half a dozen different places, you’ve been cut by glass. We had to pull a few of the pieces out when you got here. I’m surprised your cheek bones didn’t break. Whatever hit you actually bruised the bone.”
 

You should see the other guy. Knocked him out cold with food.
 

The doctor flipped a paper on the clipboard. “It looked like a bullet grazed your lower leg, but I couldn’t be sure. At least whoever beat you got some of it back. Your hands were a mess, but we’ve cleaned most of it up. Someone actually bit your knuckles. You had teeth marks in the open wounds.”
 

“Oh, man. Why can’t I remember anything?”
 

“You were found in your underwear covered in jams and the smell of peaches and other fruit and you say you can’t remember any of it?” The doctor stared at him, a look of disbelief on his face. “Very strange. But that’s not the worst of it.”
 

Darwin rolled his tongue around his mouth and found all his teeth were still intact.
 

“You had stitches in the back of your head from some kind of wound that looks to be about two-weeks old. Any idea what that’s from?”
 

Darwin shrugged and pain accompanied it. Shit. “Maybe, that’s why I can’t remember anything. Maybe I had a brain injury.”
 

“Maybe,” the doctor said. “We should know who you are soon enough, though.”
 

Shit, shit. “Good. Did I have any ID on me?”
 

“No, just underwear and socks.”
 

“Then how can you help me remember who I am?”
 

“We took your prints and photo and sent it in this morning. We would have done it yesterday when you got in, but the emergency department was full. There was a large bus accident out on the highway. Two tour buses collided right outside of here. We had fifty people show up in emerg twenty minutes after you rolled in. We cleaned you up and left you to sleep.” The doctor moved to the door.
 

“How long before they get back to you with who I am? I mean, what if I have a wife, kids. They could be worried about me.”
 

From the doctor’s expression, he clearly wasn’t buying it. “I’ll hear back from them later this afternoon or tomorrow morning.”
 

“Thank you.”
 

“I’ve got rounds to do. If you think of anything, buzz the nurse. She’ll page me. When I know more, I’ll come back and see you.”
 

Darwin nodded.
 

The doctor stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him. He didn’t lock it. Darwin was free to go.
 

Yeah, if I can walk.
 

He tried to get up, but lay back down as pain shot through his abdomen.
 

“Fuck, didn’t they give me any Demerol or morphine?”
 

He tried again, gritting his teeth against the pain. Once he was sitting on the side of the bed, his head spun. He closed his eyes and waited for it to go away. He slid off the bed and touched his feet down gingerly, in case he was stepping onto wounds from the glass.
 

He couldn’t believe how lucky he had been. He was no longer the pudgy Canadian boy the Mafia first encountered on that side road out by the abandoned airplane hangar so long ago. He was a man now. His innocence had been torn from him and the void was filled with determination and anger. He was pissed off with what they had done to him and his wife, and he was determined to hunt them down until this nightmare was over.
 

Nothing would stop him now. Bolstered by his escape from the glass prison in Yuri’s basement, he realized that nothing could stop him.
 

Yuri was in Florida because he thought Arkady was down there. That meant that Darwin needed to get down to Florida as soon as he could.
 

Maybe he could locate Carson Dodge and enlist him to use his resources to help find the Russians.
 

But first he needed to get out of this hospital. Then he would figure a way to get to Florida.
 

He walked across the floor, favoring the pain a little. It wasn’t too bad once he got up and walking about.
 

In the closet he found a pair of track pants and a T-shirt.
 

They probably grabbed it out of lost and found.
 

The pants were a little tight but they fit okay.
 

Shoes?
They have to have shoes.
 

He couldn’t find any.
 

He used the bathroom, splashed water on his face and wet his hair, styling it a little. The bruises on his cheeks were dark purple and made his cheeks puff up like a twisted clown’s idea of macabre makeup.
 

Disguise wouldn’t work. Nothing he could do would cover the condition his face was in. He turned slightly and saw the stitches at the back of his head had been removed.
 

Thanks, Doc.
 

He moved to the door, trying to walk as normal as he could. It felt good to be out, to be free.
 

Maybe when this was all over and he and Rosina were living in Italy or Greece, he would write his memoirs.
 

This kind of stuff never happens to anybody, he thought. It’s stranger than fiction.
 

Dressed in blue track pants and a white T-shirt with nothing on his feet—they must have discarded his ruined socks—Darwin opened the door and walked out into the corridor as if he had just been here visiting someone. Although the bruises and bandages that covered his hands could give him away.
 

No one tried to stop him as he headed down the hall. He went through a door that led to the stairwell, descended a floor and walked down that corridor.
 

At each room, he slowed enough to look inside. Finally, he found what he was looking for, and it was far enough from the nurse’s station that no one would see him enter.
 

He stepped in fast and stayed as quiet as he could. The room had two beds with only one occupied, a man who snored softly in his sleep.
 

He walked around the old man and picked up the shoes he had spied from the hallway. Black dress shoes.
 

Why the hell do you have dress shoes in the hospital?
 

Maybe he came in with them on.
 

Darwin checked the size. They were perfect. He slipped them on, tied them up and tested the fit. Satisfied, he walked by the old man and almost got to the door when he noticed the old man was watching him.
 

“Hi,” Darwin said. He stopped, smiled and waved. “I’m the night janitor. Had last night off because I was attacked in a back alley.” He gestured at his face. “Anyway, thought I forgot something in here. Sorry to wake you.”
 

The man smiled and Darwin slipped into the hallway.
 

Now he walked with more purpose. His feet felt better with the protection of the shoes.
 

At the elevator, he pressed the down button. It came a few seconds later. No one tried to stop him but he knew it was only a matter of time.
 

On the ground floor he walked out toward the front, passed the gift shop on the left and kept walking. Then he stepped out into the sun and started down the sidewalk.
 

The air was clean and warm, the afternoon sun heating Barrie up.
 

He had no money, no ID, and no idea how he was going to get to Florida.
 

But he had his freedom and he had hope.
 

And no one knew where he was.
 

Darwin walked on, not missing a step.
 

“I’m coming, Rosina. Hang in there.”
 
  

Chapter 9




Darwin walked south toward the lake, then headed west through downtown Barrie until he located the soup kitchen. With his bruised face and bandages, wearing track pants and a T-shirt, he was exactly what they would expect to walk in and ask for food.
 

He paused at the open door. The tables were half empty. Disheveled men in various states of dress were eating. They all had facial hair and smelled so bad he could barely detect the scent of the soup.
 

He walked past the tables to the counter. No one bothered to ask him if he qualified for the free offerings. The young volunteer behind the counter looked Darwin up and down, grabbed a bowl, filled it with soup and handed it to him.
 

Darwin reached for a spoon. Beside the utensil container sat a pad and pen where someone had been writing a list of supplies. A few inches from the pad sat an iPhone.
 

As Darwin grabbed a spoon, the male volunteer turned to his associate in the back and raised his eyebrows, no doubt at Darwin’s appearance.
 

While the man’s attention was diverted, Darwin grabbed the phone as well as the spoon and turned away. He slipped it into the pocket of the track pants and sat at the table closest to the door where he ate as fast as he could before the owner of the cell phone discovered it missing.
 

A man wearing a long blanket draped over his shoulders got up from his table and shuffled toward the door. As he got close to Darwin, the cell phone in Darwin’s pocket rang. On the second ring, the female volunteer from the back ran up to the counter where the pad of paper still sat.
 

“Where’s my phone?” she asked out loud.
 

It rang again.
 

Darwin stood and fell in behind the man in the blanket.
 

“Hey!” the girl shouted.
 

Then Darwin was outside. The man turned left, Darwin right. At the corner the ringing stopped. He ran half a block and ducked behind a wall. He waited, then edged out, crossed the street and started north.
 

He pulled the phone out and called information, asking for the Jacksonville Bureau of the FBI.
 

Once he was connected, he asked to speak to Carson Dodge.
 

It wasn’t so long ago that Darwin had saved Carson’s life in front of Gambino’s sprawling mansion in Florida, an exploit that involved a World War Two German tank and a gun armed with rubber bullets.
 

Carson Dodge owed Darwin.
 

Actually, you owe me your life.
 

“I’m sorry, sir,” the receptionist said. “But Special Agent Dodge is unavailable at this time. Can I direct your call to someone else?”
 

“My name is Darwin Kostas. Locate Carson, whether he’s in the hospital or not, I don’t care. I will call back in ten minutes from this number. I have left the hospital in Toronto. The feds are looking for me. I will only talk to Carson. Only Carson can bring me in. Make it happen. You’ve got ten minutes.”
 

Darwin clicked off. He kept walking north toward the highway. He had no immediate plan and no idea what to do next. Without his passport, how would he ever get back into the States? Hitchhike? Stowaway on a ship crossing Lake Ontario into New York?
 

The phone rang in his hand. Local number. He ignored it.
 

At the next corner he checked the time on the phone. It had been at least eight minutes. The owner of the cell phone could easily call their service provider and have the phone shut down at any second. He couldn’t risk that so he called the FBI back a few minutes early.
 

The same woman answered.
 

“Darwin Kostas calling for Carson Dodge.”
 

“Please hold.”
 

There was a moment of silence. Darwin waited at a streetlight with a couple of teenagers. The light changed and he crossed amid the constant stares at his bruised cheeks.
 

“Carson here. Who’s calling?”
 

“Darwin.”
 

“Bullshit.”
 

“Fuck you.”
 

“Darwin’s dead. He died in an explosion in Toronto.”
 

“Wrong.”
 

“Even if he made it out of that building, he’d be scarred and all fucked up, skin grafted a thousand times. But that doesn’t matter because Darwin is dead. My own Bureau told me that and I was the lead on his case.”
 

“I’m scarred all right.”
 

There was a moment of silence.
 

“Prove it,” Carson said. “Make me believe I’m talking to Darwin.”
 

“I saved your life at Gambino’s.”
 

“Anybody involved in the case would know that. Don’t tell me facts. Tell me something only I would know.”
 

“You’re an asshole. I’m sure you know that.”
 

“If Darwin is alive, he’s a ghost come to haunt me. Prove you’re him or I hang up.”
 

“How?”
 

“Text me a picture of you.”
 

“To what number?”
 

Carson gave him a cell number.
 

“Hold on while I take the pic and send it.”
 

Darwin pulled the phone away and took a picture of himself, then hit the share button and, once in iMessage, typed in the phone number he’d memorized from Carson. After hitting send, he brought the phone back to his ear.
 

“Got it?”
 

“Hold on a sec.”
 

Darwin waited.
 

“Holy shit.” There was another pause. “What happened to you?”
 

“Too much.”
 

“Where are you? They said you died.” Almost to himself, he added, “Why would they lie to me?”
 

“I’m in Canada.”
 

“Can you be more specific? That’s the second largest country in the world.”
 

“First we talk.”
 

“About what?”
 

“How are you doing?” Darwin asked. “They told me you were in a hospital after getting shot.”
 

“Idiots who attacked us shot me in the eye I don’t use, adding to its ability to never be used.”
 

“You okay, though?”
 

“Yeah, got a bullet in the hand that’s missing a thumb, making that hand even less useful. It was like they wanted to maim me lightly by shooting me where I already had a deficiency.”
 

“Weird.”
 

“Yeah, weird.”
 

There was a moment of silence.
 

“Do you know anything about Rosina? Like where is she?”
 

“The last I heard, she was with Arkady—”
 

“I heard that, too. And Yuri Pavel is on his way to locate Arkady.”
 

“Yuri? You know about Yuri Pavel? How?”
 

“I just spent the last couple of days as his honored guest in his basement. A man he calls The Scythe kept me company, as evidenced by my face.”
 

“Holy shit. What the hell kind of trouble did you get yourself into?” He gulped. “Are you sure it was The Scythe?”
 

“That’s what they called him. Why?”
 

“The Scythe was rumored to be dead after a gun battle a few years back. Gut shot something awful. No one has seen him since.”
 

“Must be the same guy. He has food issues now. He’d be dead if his gun had held one more bullet.”
 

“How the hell did you get away from Pavel and Scythe? That’s impossible. When men met the Scythe, they only left in pieces.”
 

“It was food.”
 

“Food?”
 

“Yeah, Scy can’t handle food now—some kind of phobia after being gut shot. They found me covered in peaches, strawberry jam and pickles on a golf course near Barrie. That’s how I got away.”
 

“You call him Scy? You guys that close?”
 

“Look, Carson, I need to be picked up. Get someone you trust and have them pick me up. Bring me in. I need clothes and food. Then we’ll go get Rosina together wherever she is.”
 

“Where will you be?”
 

“I’m in Barrie, Ontario, just north of Toronto.”
 

“Okay. The best bet is to get to a helipad at the main hospital. I’ll have a chopper come pick you up.”
 

“Wow, you’ve got some clout.”
 

“Just be there. But I won’t be taking you to Florida.”
 

Someone shouted behind Darwin. He turned and saw the iPhone owner from the soup kitchen following him with two friends.
 

“Hey, you,” the girl shouted. “I want my phone back or I will call the police.”
 

They were far enough away that Darwin had time to finish the call.
 

“Why not Florida?”
 

“Because our sources confirmed yesterday morning that Arkady is hiding in Toronto and he has Rosina there.”
 

“Bullshit. Yuri had his own people on the streets trying to find Arkady. He told me a couple of days ago that he was heading to Florida to find Arkady himself.”
 

“Yuri never crossed the border. I’ve been following the case from down here. Yuri is in Toronto. Apparently there’s a huge sit-down happening in two days between Yuri, the Italians and the Triads. Arkady will be somewhere in the shadows and Rosina won’t be far behind.”
 

“Why would Rosina be there?”
 

The girl and her friends were getting closer. Darwin walked away from them.
 

“Only Yuri knows you’re alive and he’s keeping those cards close to his chest. The rest of them think Rosina is the last of the Kostas troubles and want her present as an offering of peace.”
 

“You mean a sacrifice.”
 

“The authorities in Canada have every intention of stopping that.”
 

“No, I have every intention of stopping that. Look, Carson, I gotta go.” Darwin ran as the girl and her friends were only twenty feet away now. “Pick me up at the helipad. When are you coming?”
 

“I was leaving the hospital today but I don’t know when I can get away. I’ll see what I can do from down here.”
 

“Have your guys take me in and brief me. Will that work?”
 

“Done.”
 

Darwin hung up and stopped running. He set the phone on the ground and backed away from it. He matched their steps one for one as they neared the phone.
 

At the next block, he turned and ran, disappearing down an alley. After ten minutes with no one chasing him, he came out and started toward the hospital.
 

Rosina in Toronto? A meeting of rival Mafia families?
 

All their troubles had started at a Mafia meeting with Darwin as the guest. The problem is he had been trying to stay alive since that day.
 

And now it had come full circle with his wife as their guest.
 

That meant the end was near.
 

It’s us or them and I have every intention of making it them.
 

It was survival of the fittest after all.
 
  

Chapter 10




It took an hour to make it back to the road that led to the hospital. Darwin took a break on a bus stop bench. This had been the most he’d walked in weeks, and he felt it.
 

The ultimate physiotherapy is running for your life.
 

It would take Carson more than an hour to arrange to have Darwin picked up in Barrie by helicopter, so he knew he had time to rest.
 

He looked up at the sky. Nothing, not even a dot in the distance.
 

What had his life, his existence, become? A common name among the Mafia? A man hunted by them for months? And for what? Because he accidentally hit a made man with his car way back when?
 

How unfair life could be?
 

He would never have hurt anybody before this. Except for the time when he killed his stepmother. But, he had rationalized that as justifiable homicide. She had it coming after too many years of torture at her hands. On the day she died, she chased him with a pitchfork into an abandoned barn and ended up on the end of the pitchfork herself. The crime was never attributed to Darwin in any way.
 

Maybe something like that was needed here.
 

Darwin and Rosina were in love and had been for a long time. They’d married in Rome and planned a honeymoon in Greece, where Darwin’s origins were.
 

But that never happened. Because the Mafia chased them to Italy and tried to kill them. They were always trying to kill them. No matter how many died, their thirst for blood was insatiable.
 

Maybe killing a few of them wasn’t working. Maybe he had to kill them all. No more staying on the run and letting them chase him. Maybe he had to go on the offense, chase them and have them fearing for their lives.
 

Maybe it was time to go after the Mafia and give them a war that only Darwin and Rosina would walk away from. A war unlike any they would understand. One that would give the Kostas freedom from the threat they’ve lived under for far too long.
 

Then an idea occurred to him. Something Carson said. The more he thought about it, the more he liked it.
 

Offer a man two cards to play and each is a losing hand. When there’s no hope of ever coming out of this with his marriage together, his wife unharmed and his sanity intact, what did he have left to lose? Fuck the cards and the chips. Fall where they may. It was time to stop playing poker or chess or whatever the fuck his enemies were dishing out. It was time to play Darwin’s game of war and he had the ace of spades.
 

With a plan forming in his head, he got up from the bench and continued to the helipad at the Barrie hospital.
 

A four-door black Crown Victoria pulled up beside him. The back window lowered and a familiar face smiled at him.
 

“Get in,” Special Agent Kirk Williams said.
 

Darwin remembered him from the Toronto hospital. He was Carson Dodge’s replacement while Carson recuperated in a Florida hospital. At least that was what he was told.
 

The car pulled ahead of Darwin and then stopped abruptly. Williams jumped out, his jacket flaring open in the breeze. Darwin caught the hint of his weapon resting in its holster.
 

“Get in,” Williams said, gesturing at the open door.
 

“How did you know I was here?”
 

“You called Carson, no? You asked to be picked up. Now get in.”
 

“He said he was sending a helicopter.”
 

“We were in Toronto. We could get here faster than it would take you to walk to the hospital. This was the better option. Economically better as well. Now, get in.”
 

Darwin got into the backseat. Beside the driver sat another man in the front passenger seat. Darwin slid over to give enough room for Williams to get in. When he did, he caught the profile of the passenger. Agent Scott, the man who questioned Darwin in the hospital with Williams.
 

Williams slammed the door. The driver performed a U-turn and got on the highway heading south. Once on the highway, Williams opened a briefcase on the floor and pulled out a thick manila folder. He bent over again and pulled out a small bag from a fast-food restaurant and placed it beside Darwin.
 

“Here, eat. Then we can talk.”
 

Darwin opened the bag, grabbed the burger, unwrapped it and ate as if he hadn’t eaten in days.
 

“Talk while I eat,” he said between mouthfuls. “Show me I can trust you. My patience is limited these days with the people who hold badges. After what Cavendish did to me, well, you understand.”
 

That comment got Agent Scott to turn and look at him from the front seat.
 

“What?” Darwin said as he wiped a corner of his mouth. “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anybody right now. You fuckers had me protected at the hospital in Toronto. I would still be there and not look this pretty,” he waved a hand alongside his bruised face, “if it wasn’t for that fuck.”
 

“What did John do?” Williams asked.
 

“He fed me to the sharks.”
 

“Explain it to me. What sharks?”
 

Darwin took another bite and wondered if the food was drugged. He was so hungry he had just bit right in without thinking of the consequences.
 

“You first. I’m eating.”
 

Williams and Scott exchanged glances. Williams sat back in the leather seat and opened the manila folder. On the top of a pile of papers, Yuri Pavel’s face stared back.
 

Williams held it up. “This is Yuri Pavel.”
 

“Met him.”
 

Williams raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
 

“That’s who Cavendish fed me to.” He chewed faster. He had no idea when the next time food would be this easily available. “Continue.”
 

“Okay, we want you to go through this file on your own. Examine the pictures, read the rap sheets and see who you know. We’re looking for names, locations, details about the people listed here. Anything you can tell us about the Russian Mafia.”
 

Darwin finished the last bite. “You got any more food?”
 

Williams shook his head.
 

“Gimme the file.”
 

Williams handed it over. Darwin flipped through the first few pages, recognizing a couple of people from the Russian restaurant where he met Yuri that night on Queen Street. Then he thumbed through the rest of the pages and realized he had hit the jackpot. In his lap was the accumulation of the RCMP and the FBI’s homework on the Russian Mafia in Toronto. Every name, known address, business and associate they had on file.
 

In Darwin’s hands this was his map of executions.
 

He needed to keep this file and he needed to get away from the FBI so he could start to work on it. Someone on the pages resting on his lap had his wife or knew where she was and the only way to get to her was to wage war on the people within the borders of the manila folder in his hand.
 

“Tell us what happened after you walked out of the hospital in Toronto,” Williams said.
 

Darwin closed the file but kept it in his lap, held in a tight grip while he explained what Yuri did. He felt no reason to hold anything back, especially the knowledge that Scythe was alive and well.
 

“You’re kidding?” Williams asked.
 

Darwin shook his head. “He did this.” He pointed at his face.
 

“I know you’re lying,” Williams said. “You have to be. The Scythe is dead. He was the Russian Mafia’s most ruthless executioner. As soon as anyone saw The Scythe, they knew it was game over. We’d hunted him for years. Our intel says he died in a shootout and yet you claim to have met him. I don’t believe it. No one has seen him in years. None of our informants or undercover agents.”
 

“You think I care what you believe? You assholes constantly prove that we’re not on the same team. Let me out here. I’ll catch a cab to the local Mafia hangout. Got a date with the wife.”
 

“Then how come you’re still alive?” Williams asked, completely ignoring Darwin’s plea to be let out of the vehicle. “Why didn’t we find you all chopped up if you met The Scythe?”
 

Darwin decided to play along. He detailed the fight in Yuri’s basement.
 

Williams grinned. “Jars of canned fruit? Oh man, how the hell did you know to do that?”
 

Darwin could tell they were placating him.
 

“I didn’t know. It was luck.”
 

“You really do have a horseshoe up your ass. I read what Carson wrote in his report about how you singlehandedly stormed Gambino’s house with a German tank and shot Greg Stinsen and your wife with rubber bullets to make Gambino think you’d lost your mind and were killing them.” Williams shook his head. “Insane for sure. But then there’s that lucky horseshoe ...”
 

“So now what?” Darwin asked. “Tell me your genius plan. How do we stop them and get my wife back?”
 

Williams and Scott exchanged another glance.
 

“What?” Darwin asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”
 

“We won’t be stopping them.”
 

A silence descended upon the vehicle. Darwin looked out the window and controlled his breathing. Then he met Kirk’s gaze.
 

“I’m not sure I heard you right,” Darwin said. “Say it again because I thought you said we won’t be stopping them.”
 

Williams nodded. “You heard me right.”
 

“Why the fuck not? You’re the FBI for hell’s sake.”
 

“Because there are too many powerful people going to be at that meeting in two days. The RCMP picked up the location on wiretaps of known associates of Yuri. It’s like the G8 summit for the Mafia and it’s happening right here in Toronto. If we do anything right now, we jeopardize the chance of that meeting ever taking place.”
 

“And what about Rosina? Just leave her with the dogs?”
 

“We have no idea where she is at the moment.”
 

“Is that true? Or do you know where she is and you can’t tell me because you have to let the Mafia G8 meeting take place?” Darwin wiped his brow and took a deep breath. “I think you know where she is or you at least have a good idea. I think she’ll be a part of that meeting and I don’t think she’ll be a willing guest. What are your thoughts on the subject?” he asked, sarcasm on each word. “Huh, what do you think?”
 

“Look, Darwin, you may have trust issues, but we will do everything we can to get Rosina out safe. But you have to understand something. These kinds of people and the meeting about to take place are the result of years of surveillance, years of economic resources and endless manpower hours staking buildings out, monitoring phone lines and asking judges for search warrants. To have the leaders of three warring families coming together for one meeting is like hitting the jackpot. We have to let the meeting take place, hear what they’re meeting about and then take appropriate action. We need to do it right so charges will stick in court or all our efforts are wasted. If we rock the boat before the meeting, who knows who’ll show up? It could all get wasted.”
 

Darwin looked out the window. A sign said they were passing an exit to Newmarket. The top of Toronto would be coming up within minutes.
 

“Darwin, listen,” Williams said. “In North America alone, the Red Mafia operates in almost twenty major cities. There are over thirty Russian crime syndicates in those cities.” He cleared his throat. “Did you know that in all American history, the largest jewelry heist and insurance scams were perpetrated by the Russian Mafia? The amount stolen has been estimated at over one billion dollars. They’re involved in politics, businesses, financial markets and even professional sports. The Russians didn’t come here to be a part of the pursuit of happiness. They came to steal it. That’s why my superiors won’t take into consideration the welfare of one woman when three bosses of rival families are meeting in one place. I’m sorry, but that’s the way the chips fall. I do have the green light if we see her and they intend to harm her. We’ll have snipers watching from every direction.”
 

“Where is the meeting taking place?” Darwin asked.
 

“You know I can’t tell you that.”
 

“It’s okay, I already have a good idea where.”
 

He stared out the window. No one said anything for a while. He rolled his thumb along the back of his other hand and tapped his foot.
 

He knew what he had to do and he knew he could. He just hoped none of the agents in this car got killed when he executed his idea to get out of the vehicle.
 

He waited, but after fifteen minutes, no one said another word. Canada’s Wonderland had passed by on the left a few minutes ago as they entered the northern part of Toronto. The Finch Avenue Bridge passed over them as they continued south.
 

Time to leave.
 

He turned to Williams. “Ordinarily, I would completely understand and think you have it right.”
 

Williams turned to look at him from across the seat. “Have what right?”
 

Darwin ignored him and continued. “But they have Rosina. My wife and I have been causing the Italians hell for a few months. Now the Russians are involved and Arkady killed a member of the Triads at that warehouse and tried to blame it on me. When they meet in two days, Yuri or Arkady, or both of them, will offer Rosina’s sacrifice as a peace offering. I can’t let that happen. She won’t walk out of that meeting without intervention and I won’t let that happen. My wife is not bait. I don’t care how many prison sentences you get or don’t get. This is my wife we’re talking about.”
 

Williams adjusted his suit jacket, looked up at Scott and then back at Darwin. “I understand how you feel. But the best thing for you is to let us do our jobs. We’re the FBI. We’re trained for this.”
 

“Right, and it was the FBI who manned the safe house my wife and I lived in. It was the FBI who protected Rosina when she was taken the second time. It was the FBI who guarded my hospital room when I was fed false information that Yuri had Rosina when in fact he didn’t. Arkady did. Yuri just wanted me so the Russians would have both of us. Am I just supposed to trust you because you’re the FBI? You’re the professionals?”
 

“You are supposed to trust us, Darwin. I’m afraid you don’t have any other choice. To keep you out of the mix, we can lock you up until it’s over.”
 

“You could try.”
 

Anger brewed from deep inside him. A wave of beautiful rage coursed through his body. He looked out the window and waited until traffic was light around them. The Crown Vic was doing at least 120km on the 400 highway still heading south. He closed the manila folder and slipped it down beside him between the seat and the door.
 

His knuckles ached from the abuse in Yuri’s basement. He had no idea how he could punch, so he decided he would use the lower part of the palm of his hand.
 

“Darwin, I know you’re angry,” Williams said. “Trust us, this is the only way. We will have the meeting covered by hundreds of agents. It’s a combined task force. If Rosina gets into trouble, we’ll be there.”
 

Darwin breathed in slow, getting ready.
 

“Darwin, are you listening?”
 

“I don’t believe you,” he said as he shot across the backseat and whacked Williams hard on the side of the throat. He wouldn’t get a second chance so he made sure the hit would count. Williams tried to defend himself, but Darwin already had his other hand coming around. He hit him again near the front of Kirk’s throat, causing him to crumple back in the seat, gagging for breath.
 

Scott was lurching in his seat, already reaching over into the back.
 

Darwin slipped his hand inside Kirk’s jacket, wrapped his fingers around the butt of his weapon and pulled just as Scott’s arm circled around Darwin’s neck. He was yanked back and away from Williams, but the gun came up with him. His breath was cut off instantly by Scott’s powerful arm and his vision blurred.
 

The driver screamed something and the car swerved, then righted.
 

Normally Darwin would bring his hands up to pull on the offending arm around his throat. Instead, he flipped the safety off the weapon, aimed the gun and fired a bullet out the side window beside Kirk’s purpling face.
 

Wind swirled around the backseat, tossing Kirk’s hair around. The pressure from Scott’s arm didn’t decrease. If Darwin didn’t do something soon, he would lose consciousness and lose his chance at freedom.
 

He turned the gun and pointed it at Scott’s elbow, making sure if he had to fire the bullet it would go clean through and not hit himself in the shoulder.
 

His vision darkened around the edges and his lungs screamed for air. Before his strength left him completely, he pulled the trigger.
 

Scott screamed in his ear and the arm dropped from his throat. He took in a huge breath as his eyes watered and regained their clarity. Williams was breathing again, but in short gasps. His lips were purple but his face was coloring.
 

Darwin tried to tell the driver to pull over, but his voice broke when he opened his mouth. He pointed to the side of the road with the tip of the weapon. The driver understood.
 

Scott had fallen backwards onto the glove box where he cradled his arm trying to hold the blood in. He moaned like a child with a skinned knee.
 

The Crown Vic slowed and pulled onto the shoulder near the Sheppard Avenue exit.
 

“Now,” Darwin said and then cleared his throat. “Get out and leave your gun on the floor.” His voice was hoarse. Darwin turned to the driver. “You too. Gun on the floor and leave the keys in the ignition.”
 

He leaned back to cover both of them.
 

“Exit the vehicle on the passenger side only,” he said. “Anyone who fucks with me gets a bullet. Do not piss me off today. It is not a good day to fuck with Darwin.”
 

He lunged across Williams and pushed open the door on Kirk’s side. Then he shoved Kirk’s shoulder until he fell out sideways, the whole time watching as Scott exited the vehicle, still holding his arm. The driver got out and stood by the back door.
 

“Can I help Williams?” the driver asked.
 

“Get him to the grass over there,” Darwin said.
 

He rested the gun on the back of the seat as the driver put a hand under Kirk’s shoulders and half dragged him away from the car.
 

Scott’s face had gone white.
 

“You’re going to be okay,” Darwin shouted at him over the noise from the traffic racing by. “Tell the driver that I want Kirk’s jacket and everyone empty their wallets of cash.”
 

Scott didn’t move.
 

At any moment the Ontario Provincial Police highway patrol could pull up and it would all be over. He had no patience for Scott. He turned the weapon, aimed it at Scott’s foot and pulled the trigger. The bullet kicked up dirt not an inch from Scott’s toes.
 

“Shit, I missed.”
 

Scott jumped and started to run away.
 

“Hey, I will shoot you in the back.” Scott stopped running and nearly fell. “Get me Williams’ jacket and I want the cash. Do it now or you will die on the edge of this highway.”
 

Darwin kept the gun trained on them as he pulled the backseat door closed. Then he crawled over the seat and dropped down into the front. Scott had made it to the driver and Williams, who was looking a lot better. The driver helped him out of his jacket and collected cash from all three wallets.
 

Then he took a few steps toward the vehicle.
 

“You aren’t going to shoot me too, are you?”
 

“Do you want to be shot?” Darwin asked.
 

He shook his head violently. “I’m just the driver.”
 

“Bullshit. FBI don’t have drivers. You’re either an agent or RCMP. Now bring me everything I’ve asked for. After that, walk back to them. Do that and you will not get shot. You have my word.”
 

He moved closer. At the open passenger door, he extended his arm, set the cash down on the seat in a pile and tossed the jacket in. It rolled off the seat and dropped onto the floor.
 

“I need a cell phone too.”
 

“In the glove box. We have extras.”
 

“Step away from the car. Go back to them and call an ambulance.”
 

Darwin dropped the car into drive and slammed his foot on the accelerator. He pulled away so fast, the passenger door shut on its own.
 

He hit the Sheppard Avenue exit, turned left and raced east. Five blocks down, he turned onto a side road, parked and collected the cash from the seat. He slipped into the suit jacket, slipped a gun into each pocket, and got out of the car, the keys in his hand. He walked around to the passenger side and opened the glove box where he found two cell phones. Then he changed his mind. They could probably trace him wherever he went. He reached across the backseat and snatched up the manila folder.
 

After shutting the door, he waited a minute to let his heart slow down. Then he crossed the street and walked up to two young men loitering by a tattoo parlor.
 

“Here,” he said. “Take these.” He tossed the car keys at the bigger guy. “It’s yours.” He pointed at the Crown Victoria he just walked away from.
 

“Is it hot?” the guy asked as he passed them.
 

“Not at all. I’m moving to Europe and don’t need it.” He turned around to face them and continued walking backwards. “I didn’t have time to sell it, so it’s yours. Have fun.”
 

He mixed in with the crowd of pedestrians and disappeared on the streets of Toronto.
 
  

Chapter 11




Darwin spent the day shopping, picking up new clothes and discarding the old. As soon as he looked completely different in jeans and a hoodie sweater, he grabbed a cab to Woodbridge, and five minutes later, took a cab to Brampton. After a ten-minute wait, he took a cab downtown Toronto, making sure to always use a different cab company. He needed it to be virtually impossible for the authorities to follow his trail. He had a full meal at a chicken restaurant downtown, courtesy of the FBI cash his friends happily left on the front seat of their Crown Victoria for him.
 

During the early evening, he kept his head down, watched his back and searched out a knife shop on Yonge Street. As the sun dipped behind the skyscrapers and the beginnings of dusk fell upon the streets, Darwin entered a large knife shop that sold almost every type of weapon he’d ever seen. Samurai swords hung suspended behind the counter. Cases displayed a myriad from Swiss army knives up to hunting knives.
 

He could never have entered the store three weeks ago. Not with his phobia of sharp and pointy things. Being around knives, seeing them this close, would’ve driven him into a rage. But now, after the swelling and induced coma, his phobias had disappeared.
 

I had a phobia of knives and now I’m looking to buy one. I must be crazy. 
 

“Can I help you?”
 

A young man wearing a collar shirt and a tie stepped up to him. He was clean shaven and wore glasses.
 

“You work here?” Darwin asked.
 

“Yeah. Were you expecting someone else?”
 

“No, you just don’t look the type.”
 

“The type? Should I have tattoos, a nose ring, a shirt with cutoff sleeves?” he joked. Then he narrowed his eyes, smiled, and pointed at Darwin in a friendly gesture. “Are you stereotyping me?”
 

“No, I just …”
 

“It’s okay. I get that all the time. This is my shop. What are you looking for?”
 

“A scythe.”
 

“A scythe? What are you thinking of cutting with it?”
 

“Why do you need to know that?” Darwin snapped before he could stop himself.
 

“It’ll help to determine the size and kind of blade.”
 

“Oh, ahh, grass. I need it for grass.”
 

“Come with me.”
 

Darwin followed the clerk through the store. Under the counter were small, handheld scythes. Larger ones, some as tall as Darwin with a long wooden handle stood behind the counter.
 

“We’ve got a variety of scythes, from sixteen-inch blades to fifty-inch. It all depends on your needs.”
 

“I need something small for close contact, I mean, culling closely spaced saplings.” He thought that part sounded good.
 

“In that case, you might want to go with an eighteen-inch ditch blade or a sixteen-inch.”
 

For what Darwin wanted, he couldn’t buy the large ones with long wooden staffs. They would see him coming a mile away. He had to go with the smallest blade attached to a handle the length of a hammer with a little finger-grip piece on the handle.
 

“I’ll take two of these.”
 

“You’ll need a whetstone and a whetstone holder.”
 

“What’s that?”
 

The clerk showed him the holder and how it clipped onto his belt and what to do with the whetstone.
 

“You could go one step farther and get a small anvil and peening hammer so it’s easier to dress the blade in the field. Got to keep it sharp, you know.”
 

“No, that’s okay. The whetstone will be enough.”
 

After he paid, the clerk threw in two blade covers.
 

Darwin walked back out onto Yonge Street with his new assault weapons tucked under his arm.
 

He had over a hundred bucks left from the cash, but he wouldn’t need any of it until later. He had bought what he needed for the next step and he had a destination in mind.
 

On the way to kill some Russians, he stopped for an extra large coffee and drank it back as fast as he could without burning his mouth.
 

It was going to be a long night.
 
  

Chapter 12




Darwin stayed in the shadows across the street from the Russian restaurant on Queen Street where he’d met Yuri and studied the faces of everyone entering or leaving.
 

Mentally, he had crossed a line. He knew it and he was okay with it. The good part of him had evaporated and in its place was only hate. He no longer feared them or was angry at his enemies. They were enemies and needed to be treated as such.
 

The Mafia, whether it was the Italians or the Russians, were at war with his family. The FBI was doing nothing about it. No one was being arrested, no one questioned. The Mafia had kidnapped his wife, shot Carson Dodge, and decapitated Greg Stinsen, and the FBI was sitting on their collective hands while Rosina was still in danger.
 

If the Red Mafia could do whatever they wanted and still walk the streets, then so could Darwin. If the FBI wasn’t prepared to do anything about this mess, then he would.
 

It was time to set things right. Time to send a message. All the addresses of known clubs, bars and restaurants owned by or affiliated with the Russian Mafia in the Toronto area had been in the folder Special Agent Williams had given him. Along with that were dozens of photos of Mafia men and associates. All those photos and addresses were folded neatly in Darwin’s back pockets. As he dealt with them, he would pull their pictures out, rip them up and discard them.
 

He knew he couldn’t walk into the restaurant, pull the scythes out and not expect a bullet. He would need to use Williams’ and Scott’s guns. Then he would use the scythes.
 

He stepped from the shadows. It was after ten at night and he had other stops to make. After he crossed Queen Street, he walked up to the window of the restaurant and just like on his first night here, peeked inside past a little white curtain. Only five people were inside. Four men were sitting at one table halfway down and the bartender stood behind the bar. They all looked Russian.
 

Darwin moved to the door, pulled out William’s gun, concealed it beside his leg, and opened the door. He slipped inside and pulled the door closed, latching the thumb lock.
 

He took a couple of deep breaths through his open mouth, lifted his hoodie over his head, and turned into the main part of the restaurant, his gun hand behind his butt. The four men turned to see who had entered.
 

The bartender had been wiping glasses behind the bar. Darwin stopped ten feet from him and he set down the glass in his hand.
 

“You look for someone?” the bartender asked in a heavy Russian accent.
 

Darwin figured the four men would be armed, but he had forgotten that bartenders always had a weapon behind the bar. Once the shooting started, he would have to duck down somewhere, find shelter.
 

But where?
 

He moved sideways toward the table where Yuri had eaten the night he was here.
 

“Hey, he ask you question,” one of the four men at the table said, his accent also heavy. “Why your hand behind your back?”
 

He was in too far. There was no other choice now. There was no way he could walk backwards out of the restaurant. At any second, one of the four men was going to demand to know what he was doing in their establishment if he didn’t act more like a customer.
 

He stood beside Yuri’s table now. The bartender had moved closer to the bar, no doubt getting closer to a weapon.
 

Next time I need to come in with guns blazing.
 

“I’m looking for Yuri Pavel,” Darwin said.
 

“He ain’t here. We’ll tell him you were by.”
 

“How about Arkady?”
 

The four men looked at each other. Then the speaker stood up. “How you know Arkady? Who are you? Pull that hoodie off.”
 

“One of them has my wife. Until I find her …”
 

“Yeah, until you find her what?”
 

“Until I find her, I will kill every Russian I encounter—”
 

A weapon fired from somewhere behind him, and everyone jumped. Darwin’s legs were already weak and shaking. He slipped to the floor when the gunshot startled him. Glass from the front window cascaded down in a high-pitched tinkling sound.
 

He spun his head around to see a man outside on the sidewalk aiming a gun at him through the broken glass of the restaurant window.
 

Darwin brought up William’s gun and fired as fast as he could, hoping to beat the shooter.
 

He did. The bullet hit the man in the left cheek. A squirt of blood shot out and the man’s face disappeared from the window.
 

Another loud bang, this time from inside the restaurant. Chunks of wood broke off the table beside Darwin’s head, a couple of them lodging in his face.
 

He turned in time to see the bartender cocking a shotgun. Darwin aimed and emptied Kirk’s gun in the bartender’s direction, screaming as each bullet left the barrel. The gun clicked on empty. He tossed it aside and dropped down flat as more bullets whizzed by him.
 

Now the foursome was shooting at him.
 

He brought up Scott’s gun and peeked through a small hole in the table. The four men had scattered. Two were behind an upturned table just as Darwin was. The other two were behind pillars near the back. He applied the gun to the hole in the table, aimed it as best as he could and emptied it in the direction of the two men by the pillars.
 

One of them shouted and cursed and didn’t stop for a few seconds. Darwin snuck a peek around the edge of the table while he pulled the driver’s gun out.
 

Shit, one left.
 

The man by the back pillar now lay sprawled across a table in the back with blood seeping out of his arm and chest. He had stopped screaming as blood bubbled out of his mouth. One of the men from behind the table was half exposed as a random bullet had hit him in the forehead. Shooting Scott’s gun wild like he did luckily got both men. But now he had one gun and the last two men were still in hiding, one behind a table and one behind another pillar.
 

The man stepped out from behind the beam. From that distance, his bullets went wild, only one of them hitting the table Darwin hunkered behind. Then his partner tried, with one hitting the floor two inches from Darwin’s hand.
 

He chanced a look around the table again and understood what they were doing. While one fired at him, the other had moved closer.
 

Shit.
 

A moment later, one of them started shooting again which meant the other was on the move. Darwin pushed his gun hand around the edge of the table and sprayed all the bullets he had in the direction he thought the man advancing would be.
 

There was a grunt and a gasp of surprise, then a solid thud. Now it was just the two of them left.
 

But Darwin was out of bullets. All he had left were the two scythes. With all the gunfire and a man lying out front the restaurant shot in the cheek, it was sure to draw a crowd fast. He had to get out before the cops showed up. If the police took him now, he would never be able to help Rosina.
 

“Are you a smart man?” Darwin asked.
 

After a moment the guy said, “Fuck you.”
 

“I guess you’re not that smart.”
 

“What are you talking about?”
 

“I work for Yuri. I’m here with a message about the meeting that’s taking place in two days. Do you know what I’m talking about?”
 

He didn’t get an answer. For a second, he feared the man was approaching him.
 

He peeked around the edge of the table. No one was in sight.
 

At the broken window, a young couple looked inside the restaurant. Darwin gestured with his gun hand for them to get away.
 

Fucking idiots. What is wrong with people?
 

“Are you still with me? I work for Yuri.”
 

“Then why did you walk in here shooting?”
 

“I didn’t. The man in the window shot at me first. Then I had to kill the bartender because he had a fucking shotgun. You would’ve done the same.”
 

“Now what?”
 

“Now I’m going to stand up, toss my gun to you and let you take me to Yuri. He’ll confirm my story. He’ll reward you for doing the right thing. It’s either that or I will have to kill you like I did the others.”
 

He waited.
 

“We haven’t much time,” Darwin said. “The cops will be along shortly and neither one of us want to be here when that happens.”
 

“How do I know you’re not lying?”
 

“I will throw you my weapon. Once you talk to Yuri, either you or he will kill me if I’m lying. Now, do we have an understanding? You won’t shoot until you talk to Yuri?”
 

“Yeah, okay, but come up with hands empty.”
 

“Okay, standing now.”
 

Darwin threw the empty gun over the edge of the table and raised his hands. He lifted his head high enough to see over the edge. The Russian had stepped out from behind the pillar.
 

“Stand up and step away from the table,” the Russian said.
 

Darwin stood to his full height. People were talking louder outside. Someone said they had already called the cops and an ambulance.
 

Darwin’s heart raced. At any second he could get a bullet in the face and it would all be over.
 

“You can’t shoot me, because what would happen to you when Yuri finds out you all attacked me in his restaurant? If I’m wrong, you know I’m dead anyway.”
 

“How come I’ve never seen you before?”
 

“When was the last time you saw The Scythe?”
 

“He’s dead. Everyone knows that.”
 

“No, he’s not. But that’s another story.” Darwin swallowed involuntarily. “When someone sees The Scythe, what happens to them?”
 

“They die. Execution.”
 

Darwin stepped closer. “How many people do you know of that can claim to have met The Scythe and lived?”
 

“None.”
 

“That’s why you haven’t met me.”
 

“Huh?”
 

“If you had, you would be dead by now.”
 

They were four feet apart now. The man held his gun in a two-handed stance aimed at him. Darwin had his hands up, about as high as his ears.
 

“Do you have Yuri’s cell phone number?” Darwin asked.
 

The man nodded.
 

“Good. Call him. Tell him who I am and that I have information about the meeting in two days. He will be pissed that you guys shot at me, but happy that you were the smart one.”
 

The Russian let go of his gun with one hand and without taking his eyes off Darwin, pulled a cell phone out. He reached out to hand it to Darwin.
 

“You dial. I won’t take my eyes off you.”
 

Darwin moved slowly and took the phone from him.
 

“Number?”
 

After typing it in, he smiled and nodded at the Russian.
 

It rang twice and then Yuri answered in a gruff voice.
 

“Hello, Yuri?”
 

“Yeah, what is it?”
 

Darwin waited a moment. He needed to choose his words right. Then he said, “This is The Blade and I’m coming for you.”
 

He threw the phone toward the Russian’s face and at that same moment, ducked left as fast as he could. The Russian blinked and ducked, but fired his gun over and over.
 

Darwin reached inside his hoodie and pulled out one of the brand new handheld scythes. Before the Russian could recover and aim his weapon properly, Darwin sliced down hard across the Russian’s wrists, cutting clean through. Both hands dropped to the floor, the gun still gripped in the right.
 

He brought the scythe up and cut along the man’s neckline, slicing through to the spine. Blood squirted on Darwin’s face. He stepped back as the man’s eyes went wide, his mouth agape. Then his head dropped back and as his wrists spewed blood like a small fountain, he fell to the floor, convulsing as he died.
 

Darwin cleaned the scythe on the Russian’s shirt and then pocketed the cell phone that had Yuri’s number in it and grabbed the Russian’s gun. He checked to see that each man was dead, pocketed two of their guns and stepped behind the bar.
 

The bartender lay sprawled on the floor bleeding from his head. He breathed in pants and gasps and sweat had beaded up on his shocked face. It was a miracle he was still alive as a chunk of his skull was missing on the top left.
 

He was dying. Darwin knew it and so did the bartender. No sirens were approaching yet and the bartender didn’t have long to go.
 

“Shitty luck,” Darwin said. “I can help you along.” He showed him the scythe. “But I need to know why there was a fucking guy outside. How come I didn’t see him standing by the door?”
 

“There’s always,” he said, then gulped air in. “There’s always a guy watching the door.”
 

“Why didn’t I see him?”
 

“Can’t make it—” his eyes closed.
 

Darwin thought he lost him. Then his eyes popped open, and Darwin jumped back a bit.
 

“Can’t make it obvious. Bad for business.”
 

“Ahh, I’ll remember that.”
 

Now emergency sirens roared in the distance.
 

“Where’s Yuri?”
 

“Will you?” the bartender asked and looked at the scythe, then back at Darwin.
 

“Of course.”
 

“He’s at the club.”
 

“The club?”
 

“His—” he paused and swallowed, “strip club.”
 

“Misty’s Retreat?”
 

It looked like the bartender nodded, but it was only a subtle head movement as the last breath escaped the bartender’s mouth. Darwin checked for a pulse but couldn’t find one.
 

He slid the scythe inside the hoodie, which felt heavier with the added weight of the Russian’s guns, and moved away from the bar. He pulled one of the guns out, checked that the safety was off and slowly opened the kitchen door. If the waiter had been here, he was gone now.
 

Probably bolted when the shooting started.
 

The back door swung open in the breeze. Darwin ran for it and stopped in the doorframe. He edged around the corner, the weapon ready.
 

With no one close or posing a threat, he jumped out and was lost in the shadows of the garbage bins in the back.
 

It took him fifteen minutes to get a few blocks south, where he jumped on a city bus. He had used a van’s passenger mirror to wipe the blood from his face and hands, but he couldn’t do anything about the splatter marks that were crisscrossed on his hoodie. Downtown Toronto was littered with eccentric people. He only hoped he would fit in and not get too much attention.
 

The bus would take him to within three blocks of the strip club. That worked perfect as it would give him a chance to approach on foot and scout out the area for the men watching the doors in less obvious places. He wouldn’t make that mistake again and he wouldn’t come in all nicey-nice again either.
 

These people played dirty. They would gladly offer his head up on a platter and kill him for no other reason than the sport of it.
 

He would address them on their terms from now on.
 

He was energized, liberated and ready to kill as many as he could to remove the threat on his family.
 

Darwin was hunting the Mafia.
 

Now who’s fucked?
 
  

Chapter 13




Darwin approached the strip club from three different points and only saw two men that could be Yuri’s guys having a smoke by the back entrance to the club.
 

Convinced that wasn’t all of them, he stayed behind a tree without moving for almost a half hour, collecting himself and getting ready for what he had to do. His knees ached and his joints stiffened in that time.
 

How the hell do snipers do this?
 

None of the cars in the parking lot appeared to have any occupants watching the building.
 

Maybe they only had two men standing by the back door. It would be quite obvious to the public and the authorities if more sentries were visibly posted around the building.
 

Darwin guessed it to be at least midnight. He had no idea if Yuri was still inside the club or not, but he suspected as much with the two Russian goons loitering outside a few steps from the door.
 

Unless they’re bouncers or the club’s regular security.
 

He made sure he had a gun ready in each pocket, easy to grab and shoot. The scythes were inside his hoodie in their sheaths and ready to pull out fast. He just had to make sure he was careful when yanking them out so he didn’t cut himself across the chest or slice open the hoodie.
 

He walked across the dark road between the streetlights. He made it halfway through the parking lot before the two large men in suits saw him. They studied him too long. Both men look they had the night off from pro football.
 

Maybe they were informed that some guy shot up Yuri’s restaurant and to be extra vigilant with their detail tonight?
Shit, I didn’t think of that.
 

He kept walking.
 

Can’t turn around now.
 

In unison, the suited men moved toward the door to flank each side of it.
 

Darwin nodded at them as he drew nearer.
 

Try to stop me at your own peril, assholes.
 

“Hey, pull the hood back. No one gets inside without seeing the face.”
 

Each man flanked the door now. Darwin halted.
 

“I don’t want my wife or any of my friends to see me going inside,” Darwin said in a deep voice. “I come here looking for discretion. You understand, yes?”
 

“There’s no one out here. Look around. Hood off or no entry.”
 

“Funny, you sound like a pimp.”
 

One of the men stepped closer. “What did you say?”
 

Darwin released the two guns and pulled his empty hands out of his pockets. He raised them up to show he posed no threat, then reached inside his hoodie.
 

Poor bastards.
 

His hands wrapped around the handles of the scythes.
 

He yanked them out and sliced across the closest man’s chest in one fluid motion. A quick step to the left and another swipe dropped the second man.
 

He wiped the blades on his own hoodie and stepped back to assess if either man would remain a threat as they crawled away, wounded.
 

They didn’t.
 

Both men were cut deep, bleeding from chest wounds, grunting and edging away from him. One fumbled with a cell phone. Darwin stepped up to him and kicked the cell out of his hand. It clattered away, bouncing off the cement parking lot.
 

Won’t the police have a mess to clean up when I’m done with the Mafia? Resurrecting The Scythe’s career as a Mafia man gone awry might just work after all.
 

He was calmer after attacking the two bouncers. Violence was getting easier and that scared him a little. He never wanted it this way and would give anything to go back in time. The Mafia created him from their hatred and it was his turn to hit back and hit back hard.
 

Darwin replaced the scythes in his hoodie and walked inside the club. The music was so loud, it could rattle the Richter scale.
 

At any second, someone would come along and discover the men at the back door. Darwin wasn’t strong enough to haul both of them away in time. All he could do was get inside the club, find Yuri and get Rosina’s location before he killed him and then leave before the authorities showed up.
 

He ran through the back, turned toward the front and almost bumped into two more large Russians in Hugo Boss suits.
 

Fuck, do these guys have money.
 

“Are all you guys built at the same factory?” he asked. “How come you’re all so big?” 
 

He reached in to grab a blade, but the Russian looked down at the fresh blood on the front of Darwin’s hoodie and lashed out to grab Darwin’s right arm, stopping him mid-reach. They locked eyes. Darwin grabbed the gun on his left, leveled it at the Russian and fired from one foot away, three times in quick succession.
 

Three holes formed on the front of the man’s dress shirt. Dark red blood seeped out. He looked down and then back up at Darwin, a scowl on his face. He hadn’t let go of Darwin’s arm yet. His grip tightened.
 

Darwin raised the weapon, aimed carefully, and fired. A hole formed under the Russian’s chin where the middle of his tongue would be. A small spray of liquid shot out of the top of the Russian’s head. His facial expression changed to a more subtle one of surprise. He tried to look at the man beside him for help, but his legs gave out and he dropped hard enough to shake the floor over the vibration of the music.
 

Darwin turned the gun to the other man who had watched everything in stunned immobility. He had stepped back at least two feet and now turned to run.
 

Darwin let him go, pocketed the gun, and moved through the alcove into the main part of the club. He was running out of time and needed to find Yuri before his bodyguards ushered him out of the building and whisked him away in his car.
 

Coming in with guns blazing hasn’t served me as well here.
 

He scanned the crowd as best he could in the dark but couldn’t see Yuri. Half-naked dancers paraded around the club looking for lap dance potentials. Others were already sitting on men’s laps, and two girls performed on stage, oblivious of the three dead men on the premises. Luckily, no one had picked up on the gun going off a moment ago.
 

He moved farther inside, squeezed past four businessmen in suits standing around drinking, and he walked briskly to the far back of the club where the lights were dimmer. He kept his hands in his pockets, gripping the butts of the two guns.
 

When he reached the back, a woman screamed from the area where the Hugo Boss guy had died. Another person screamed.
 

He ignored it and scanned the faces of all the men sitting along the back wall. He recognized no one.
 

Why would the bartender tell me Yuri is here if he isn’t? Unless he left already.
 

He made it to the other side and looked around the crowded club. This time he watched for Russian bodyguards sitting with Yuri. No one fit the description he expected.
 

Is this a trap? Are they waiting for me?
 

He didn’t believe so. The Russians at the door would’ve expected him. They would’ve been more aggressive.
 

The music stopped. The two girls on stage were kneeling down, their tops off. Both of them got up and covered their breasts. They gestured at the DJ booth.
 

“Ladies and gentlemen.” The DJ came over the speakers. “May I have your attention?”
 

The VIP sign sat lit up five feet away from Darwin beside a darkened door. He headed that way as the DJ began asking everyone to remain calm as there has been an incident reported to him and emergency services had been called.
 

Another dancer screamed as she saw the dead Russian.
 

Darwin entered the VIP section and turned a corner.
 

Fully nude dancers moved up and down on men in booths separated by partitions. Two dancers handled one man in a booth on Darwin’s left.
 

He pulled a gun and brought one of the scythes out of his hoodie. Then he stepped up to the first booth, bumped the naked girl aside and looked at the man.
 

A stranger.
 

It struck him as strange that none of the dancers stopped after the DJ’s announcement. No music played.
 

He went from booth to booth until he reached one where a man sat by himself, no dancer present. The man’s head was back, his eyes closed. Cyrillic letters were tattooed on each finger, telling Darwin this guy was part of the Russian Mafia. Yuri must be in the next booth.
 

Darwin stepped up close to the man and pushed the scythe up against the man’s neck. The man opened his eyes, saw Darwin and went to move, but all he did was fall on Darwin’s blade.
 

He sat on the man, locking his arms in and covered his mouth to mask any sounds he made as he died. The girl in the next booth kept dancing for her customer, unaware of the man dying beside her.
 

When the Russian stopped moving, Darwin got up and stepped behind the dancer. She faced her customer, blocking his view of Darwin.
 

After a quick look at the VIP door to make sure no one was coming, Darwin tapped the girl on the shoulder.
 

She turned her head around. “Can’t you see I’m busy here?”
 

“Fuck off,” Darwin said. “Now.” He showed her his gun.
 

She yelped like a little terrier and scuttled away, her arms over her breasts.
 

The man sitting in the booth wasn’t Yuri.
 

It was Arkady.
 

He wore a smile and a gun rested in his hand as if it came out of nowhere. Before either man said a word, they both aimed and fired their weapons.
 

Darwin felt a punch in his lower abdomen. He fired his weapon over and over but only two bullets came out as he’d already used the others. He frantically reached in for the gun on his right side. Arkady had dropped his and was slouched to one side.
 

The gun in his right hand, Darwin kicked Arkady’s weapon out of the way and moved in on him. He set the tip of the barrel at the base of Arkady’s mouth and held it firmly against the skin.
 

“Where’s my wife?”
 

“Fuck you, you shit. I die first.”
 

Darwin pulled out the scythe with his left hand and sliced along the top of Arkady’s legs. Arkady screamed and writhed under the blade.
 

“You will burn for this,” Arkady yelled. “I will have every Russian in the continent after you.”
 

“And I will kill all of them as well. Where’s Rosina?”
 

“I have no idea,” he shouted.
 

“Yes, you do.”
 

He kept cutting. In a matter of seconds, Arkady’s legs were unusable chunks of red meat. He made sure to stay away from major arteries and not to go too deep. Arkady bounced around in his seat in a vain attempt to get away from the blade of the scythe, but couldn’t. 
 

“Where is she?” Darwin screamed at him, grabbing his hair and yanking Arkady’s face up to his.
 

“With Yuri,” Arkady panted, the color leaving his face. “That’s all I know.”
 

Something banged to his left. Darwin looked up at the door and saw a crowd of men watching him. The dancer he’d told off was with them. He raised his gun to scare them and fired wild into the ceiling tiles.
 

He turned his attention back on Arkady.
 

“I told you I would be back. After you die, I will go and get my wife and live a nice life in Europe. You fucked with the wrong man, Arkady. After what I did to the Fuccini Family and the Gambinos, how did you think you were above that?”
 

“Wait,” Arkady shouted. “I will tell you where Yuri has her. But you walk away. No more cutting.”
 

“Of course.” Darwin smiled wide. “No problem. That’s all I want.”
 

“He’s got her at the Park Road Hotel. It’s about ten blocks from here. Room 456.”
 

His side began to ache where Arkady had shot him.
 

“How do I know you’re not lying?” Darwin asked.
 

“Because I want to live.”
 

“Fair enough. I hope to never see you again.”
 

Amid the pain, Darwin detected a look of relief pass over Arkady’s face.
 

Darwin leaned in and, before Arkady knew what was happening, pulled the scythe across Arkady’s neck as hard and as deep as he could go. He wiped the bloody blade on Arkady’s silk shirt and stepped away as Arkady grasped at his neck, trying to keep the flow of blood in and not finding success.
 

The VIP room had emptied. The people at the entrance had disappeared. There were no windows or back doors to escape. The door he had entered through was the only way out.
 

Should he go out guns blazing, hitting anything in his way and hope he made it? Or should he negotiate his way out? The police would be here any minute. He needed out of the building and he needed out fast.
 

Pain crept into his heightened consciousness. He looked down and saw a red stain forming on the lower part of his hoodie jacket.
 

“Shit.”
 

He lifted the hoodie and looked. A bullet had gone in just at the edge of his side and exited clean on the other side. It probably missed his kidney as it was so close to the edge of his side.
 

He lowered the jacket and moved to the door.
 

“I’m coming out,” he shouted.
 

No one answered him. It was absolutely quiet outside the VIP room.
 

What happened to everybody?
 

He looked around the corner. The lights of the club had been raised enough to see everything. It was nearly empty except for five men standing around in random places. They were all watching the VIP door. None of them had weapons in view.
 

“What’s going on?” Darwin asked.
 

No one answered.
 

“Where is everybody?”
 

Through the speakers, someone cleared their throat and said, “The dancers and customers have exited the building for their own safety.”
 

“Who are all of you?” Darwin asked. “Why haven’t you left?”
 

“Are you here because of the Mafia war?”
 

Darwin wondered what the right answer was. Then he decided on the truth since it was his personal war against the Mafia.
 

“Yes. This is a war.”
 

“Please leave before the police get here.”
 

What the hell? A free pass?
 

“You’re just going to let me walk out?” Darwin asked.
 

“Is Arkady alive?”
 

“No.”
 

“Then yes. Just leave.”
 

“How can I trust you? I could walk out and get gunned down.”
 

“Arkady has been coming here for a year causing all the girls trouble. We’ve had three dancers disappear in that time. The Mafia has ruined the reputation of this club. When you walked in tonight and killed only the Russians who have been causing us trouble, we figured it out and want you to leave now. This is between you and them.”
 

“Why wasn’t there more security?” Darwin asked, still not sure if he was being told the truth, even though it sounded right.
 

“Some big boss was here earlier meeting with Arkady. When he left, they left with him. When Arkady is around, we just have normal bouncers and Arkady has his one bodyguard with him, who I assume is also dead, right?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

Silence fell between them while Darwin debated what to do. The five men scattered around the club retreated in a non-threatening gesture. Two of them put their hands on the bar.
 

“Please leave. The cops will be here shortly.”
 

The pain in his side throbbed, intensifying. If he stayed, it was over. He could seek medical attention, but Rosina would still be at the Park Road Hotel, room 456. Yuri would still use her at the meeting and the FBI wouldn’t be able to save her.
 

If he left, he could get to her.
 

Darwin stepped out, a scythe in one hand, a gun in his other. He moved the gun around, waiting to see if he needed to use it. He kept his hoodie over his head and stayed close to the back wall, making his way to an exit door.
 

“When the police ask who did this, you tell them The Scythe did it.”
 

“The Scythe?”
 

“Yeah, The Scythe. That’s my name.”
 

He reached the exit and hesitated. None of the men had moved. He heard scuffling behind the door but thought that was just the people who had exited the club minutes before.
 

Using his good side, he bumped open the door’s bar handle and stepped outside. As he did, he lowered the gun out of sight and slid the scythe back inside his hoodie jacket.
 

Dancers stood around with suit jackets over their shoulders, borrowed from caring customers. The parking lot had half emptied. The people milling about gave a wide berth to the back door where the two men lay bleeding or dead.
 

No one seemed to notice him as he slinked along the building in the shadows and crossed the street.
 

He slipped the gun in his pocket and continued moving up the street fast, blood seeping from his wound with each step.
 
  

Chapter 14




Darwin had to rest on a park bench after three blocks. He didn’t want to look, but knew he had to.
 

The lower hem of his hoodie jacket had a large, dark red stain. He lifted it gingerly and examined the wound. The blood had slowed but it still seeped. He had no idea how to help it stop other than to apply pressure. He could be bleeding internally, too.
 

I could be dying right now and not know it.
 

He lowered the jacket and held his hand over the wound, adding as much pressure as he could without causing too much pain. He didn’t want to pass out. His wife was seven blocks away. All he left to do was go get her. Then he could go to the hospital.
 

No one would take her again. He wouldn’t let her out of his sight. And he would stay armed at all times.
 

He got up from the bench but found standing too difficult. He wavered on his feet, his head spinning, and sat back down hard. Pain shot through his abdomen.
 

Lying down and sleeping for an hour or so sounded like a great idea.
 

“Shit. Now what?”
 

Cars passed him on the street a dozen feet away. The sidewalk was closer. He couldn’t sleep here, even though it was semi-concealed in darkness.
 

He scanned the park behind him and saw what looked like a pond with park benches in a semi-circle around it.
 

Resting there would offer shelter from the street and enough darkness.
 

But how do I get there?
 

With the adrenaline worn off and the pain in his side increased, he gripped the back of the bench and forced himself to his feet. After a moment to make sure he wouldn’t pass out, he walked around the bench and started across the dark terrain of the park. With each step he grimaced with the pain.
 

How can I get Rosina now?
 

Halfway to the pond, it took shape in the darkness. Blood slithered down his leg, filling his shoe. He looked down and almost lost his balance, grabbing for a passing tree for support.
 

Bent over, leaning into the tree, he focused on his breathing. In through the mouth, out through the nose. The ground trembled as his equilibrium gave out.
 

Darwin dropped and sprawled on the dirt floor under the tree, the exit wound in his back pressing directly on a piece of the tree’s root sticking up. He yelped in pain, dropped his hand on top of the wound and pressed.
 

Then he passed out.
 
  

Chapter 15




A cool morning breeze crossed his face. He opened his eyes and panicked. A sick dread twisted in his stomach.
 

Where am I? What happened?
 

It came back to him in a rush. Arkady, the strip club, getting shot, passing out under this tree.
 

He hadn’t moved all night. The sun was high enough for it to be at least nine in the morning.
 

Why didn’t anybody see me?
 

He turned his head to scan his surroundings. He didn’t want to move his body for fear of causing more damage. On the other side of the pond, an old man tossed something at pigeons gathered at his feet. A young woman jogged by on the sidewalk twenty feet away. In the slight recess where Darwin lay, it would be hard for them to see him. Toronto was up and awake and no one cared about the bum with blood seeping out of him on the ground in the public park.
 

Why am I not surprised?
 

He leaned up to look at the wound and was happy to see that the bleeding had stopped. His head spun and he felt weak. Getting to his feet could reopen the wound, but he couldn’t stay under the tree all day. What if Yuri checked out of the hotel today and chose another one before the big meeting tomorrow? Then what? If that happened, he would have no lead on where Rosina was. He needed to get up, buy another hoodie so he could get rid of this bloodstained one, buy painkillers and get food. Then he needed to break into Yuri’s hotel room and take his wife out.
 

He rolled onto his good side slowly, easing down onto his stomach. The dirt under where his wound had rested was stained with a dark red circle. The pain made him stop moving. He knew it would get better, easier, as soon as he was up and walking around. He had to get his adrenaline going.
 

How much blood did I lose?
 

He brought his legs up and lifted onto his elbows. After a small struggle and jabs of pain, Darwin got to his feet and leaned against the tree. He waited for the lightheadedness to abate. Other than the pain and the way he looked, he felt better than expected.
 

The two guns were where they were supposed to be, and both scythes were tucked snugly inside his jacket.
 

After his first step, he waited, holding the tree. Then he took another and let go of the tree.
 

He figured once he stopped losing blood some time during the night, he must have rested well, his body producing blood while he slept, recuperating after a harrowing day.
 

Rested now, he needed to shop and figure a way into Yuri’s room without shooting his way in. It was a public hotel and people would be coming and going throughout the day.
 

An idea occurred to him.
 

Darwin headed down the street, amid the stares of everyone passing by and walked inside a clothing store. He tried on a hoodie his size, transferred the scythes and guns into the new one in the change room, walked out with his old hoodie wrapped up in a ball and got the clerk to throw it out for him.
 

After paying, he bought over-the-counter painkillers at a pharmacy and a hundred-dollar pair of sunglasses with a beautiful sunglass case.
 

He was ready for Yuri.
 

After consuming two large sandwiches from a convenience store, and two energy drinks, he walked up the opposite side of the street facing the Park Hotel. There were no visible security guards standing around outside. He had figured they wouldn’t have that kind of presence in a public setting. As he learned at Yuri’s restaurant on Queen Street, they were attempting to quell the attention the Mafia was getting in the big city.
 

He looked up at the front of the ten-story hotel and imagined his wife inside somewhere.
 

“I’m coming, baby.”
 

When the traffic subsided, Darwin crossed the street, walking with only a slight limp now as the painkillers set in. He’d opened his wound twice since he woke up this morning. Once when he first got to his feet and the other time when he was buying his new hoodie. But it had closed fast, letting a minute amount of blood out. It was healing and he felt great, ready to take on Yuri Pavel and finish this.
 

His mind was clear, his objective sound. He knew what he had to do and who he had to kill.
 

It was almost over. After Yuri was dead and Rosina was back with him, Darwin would take his wife and leave the continent. They would live a simple life in a small Italian village where he would tend a garden with his wife and sip wine as the evening’s golden sun dipped over the horizon.
 

He entered the lobby of the hotel with the hood over his head. He kept one hand on his gun and the other free to grab a scythe if needed.
 

The sun shining through the large front windows of the hotel heated the lobby. Air conditioners worked tirelessly to control the temperature, but failed as the sun proved relentless.
 

He walked to the side of the lobby and pulled the sunglasses case out. Then he folded his last hundred-dollar bill and slipped it inside the case. He closed and snapped the lid shut.
 

When the counter was free of customers, he walked over. A man in his early twenties, wearing a name tag that said ‘Oleg’ asked if he could help him.
 

“I’m staying with some friends on the fourth floor and wondered if you could put this in their slot for them when they come down.”
 

“Absolutely. Can I have the room number?”
 

“It’s room 456. Oh, and when’s your shift change? I’m in meetings at the youth fellowship all day and don’t want your relief to make a mistake with this. Those glasses are Mr. Pavel’s personal property.” He made a gesture with his hands. “Very expensive.”
 

“I was supposed to be relieved an hour ago. When she gets here, I’ll make sure she knows that the glasses belong to Mr. Pavel in room 456. I would take them up myself, but his room has a note on file to not disturb for any reason.”
 

I wonder why. Maybe because he’s kidnapped my wife.
 

“Thank you. Enjoy your day.” Darwin turned and walked out of the lobby. As soon as he stepped away from the counter, a couple in their forties stepped up with luggage and handed Oleg their room key.
 

Oleg asked how their stay was, and then Darwin opened the door and stepped outside into the blazing summer sun.
 

He headed across the street and ordered a coffee in a small café. In a seat near the front window, he watched the hotel’s main entrance. No sign of Yuri or any of his Russian-looking bodyguards. Halfway through his coffee, Oleg exited the hotel, walked down the steps, and turned south.
 

His shift was over.
 

Time to move inside and get my wife.
 

He took one more sip of his coffee and left the café. When he entered the hotel, a young girl was at the counter talking to two men who were checking out. She couldn’t be more than eighteen.
 

The lobby was almost empty but for the men at the counter and an old man with graying hair sitting alone in a plush chair beside his luggage. Darwin waited. After a minute, the two men thanked the woman and stepped away from the counter.
 

Darwin walked up. “Good morning,” he said, sounding cheery and bright.
 

“How can I help you this morning?” the girl asked.
 

Darwin looked down at her name tag. “Jessica, my friend and I are staying in room 456. I understand he left something for me.”
 

“Let me look.”
 

She turned away from the counter and checked a row of small boxes.
 

“It should be a sunglasses case,” Darwin added. “I have a note on room 456 to not be disturbed.”
 

“Yes, here it is.”
 

She turned around with the case in her hand.
 

“Great, thanks.” Darwin took the case.
 

“And your name was?” the girl asked as she typed on the computer.
 

“I’m with the Yuri Pavel party in 456. And if I’m right, he left me a one-hundred-dollar bill inside this case along with my shades. At least that’s what he said he would do.”
 

Jessica looked over and watched as Darwin opened the case. The money popped up when he did.
 

“Perfect. Just like he said he would.” He turned to her. “I told him I forgot my wallet at home and he said he’d put the money in the case for me so I could pick it up at the counter on my way back to the room.” He stepped away. “I’ll just head back up—” he patted his pockets and stopped walking. “Oh, damn. My key card was in my wallet, too. Can you give me a replacement?”
 

“Of course,” Jessica said. She typed on the computer a moment. “Checkout is eleven this morning and the room was only booked for the one night.”
 

“Has Mr. Pavel already come down to checkout?”
 

“Not yet, but sometimes guests just leave the key in the room and leave the hotel. Housekeeping confirms to us down here that they’ve vacated the room. I haven’t got confirmation yet, but,” she checked her watch, “you’ve got twenty more minutes until eleven.”
 

A sinking feeling dropped into his stomach. He was too late.
 

“Well, as I said, I’ve forgotten a few things up there. The rest of my things are in the room. I’ll come down and give you the key back within fifteen minutes so we’re out on time.”
 

He smiled wide, showing teeth, trying for the innocent look.
 

“Of course,” she said, smiling back at him.
 

As conspicuous as he could, Darwin took in the lobby. It was still empty except for the old man in the chair. At this time he assumed most of the guests would’ve checked out by now. He only hoped Yuri hadn’t. Losing him now would be a catastrophe. If sleeping in the park meant he lost the trail, he would go insane with anger.
 

Jessica handed him the key card.
 

“Thank you so much,” Darwin said. “Have a fine day.”
 

At the elevators, Darwin pressed the button. He waited until the doors opened and then stepped on, hitting the fourth floor and the close-door button at the same time.
 

When the door closed, he exhaled the breath he’d been holding.
 

The elevator crept to the fourth floor. As it slowed, he tightened the grip on the barrel of the weapon. His heart raced and his pulse pounded in his head. He was close to Rosina. As close to her as he’d been in weeks. Sweat lined the inside of his hand on the weapon. His grip slipped so he let go of the gun, wiped his hand on the outside of his new hoodie and grabbed it again.
 

The door slid open.
 

He waited inside the elevator in case a Russian bodyguard watched all access to the floor. When the doors began to close, Darwin placed his free hand between them. They clunked to a stop and slowly reopened.
 

He listened but heard nothing. No soft patter of feet on the carpet, no whispered warnings.
 

He stuck his head out. The hallway was empty. With his gun low and hidden in his left hand, he walked into the foyer of the fourth floor.
 

The sign on the wall directly in front of the elevator told him room 456 was to the right. The hotel was constructed in an L-shape with the hall on the right going south and the hall on his left going east. That meant he only had to watch his back for as far as he walked toward room 456 and not the length of the other hallway.
 

Each corridor had cleaning carts topped up with toilet paper, pads, pens and garbage bags as the hotel’s maids cleaned in various rooms. As he drew close to room 456, the door was closed and the nearest cleaning cart was one door down.
 

If Yuri had vacated, the maid would see that soon enough. Darwin put his back to the wall beside the room and waited, listening for anything behind the wall. Maybe a distant voice, a slammed door, a TV, but there was nothing. He couldn’t wait long. At any second a maid would see him and question his intentions.
 

He knocked on the door, stepped back three feet and brought the gun up. The time to be discreet was over. If Rosina was inside the room, he would shoot the thug who opened the door and barge in with one less man on their team. If a maid saw him with the gun at the ready, she could call downstairs, but Darwin would have Rosina by then and even if the police showed up and took them into custody, it would be better than leaving Rosina with the Russian Mafia.
 

But no one answered the door.
 

A maid stepped out of the room next door. He lowered the gun beside him just as she looked up. She smiled. He smiled back. He raised the key in his hand, twisted it back and forth in the air and nodded at her. She returned the nod, gathered a small pile of towels and disappeared backwards into the room she had been cleaning.
 

“That was close,” he whispered under his breath.
 

If Yuri had left with Rosina, the last thing Darwin wanted was to be picked up by the authorities now.
 

He inserted the key into the slot on the door, pulled it back out and watched the light turn green. Then he pulled on the handle, and opened it with most of his body hidden behind the wall.
 

“Housekeeping,” he said into the open door.
 

After getting no response, he stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The room was a mess, the three beds unmade. The room came with two doubles. A cot had been brought in to handle a third person.
 

Probably Yuri took one bed, Rosina the other, and his bodyguard the cot. Or they made Rosina sleep on the cot.
 

He checked the bathroom and the hall closet, but it was clear Yuri had left the hotel.
 

“Damn,” he slammed his hand against the bathroom door.
 

How would he find his wife now?
 

He had at least ten minutes. That was enough time to search the room. Maybe they left something behind that would lead him to their next stop of the meeting place.
 

He started in the bathroom but found nothing in the garbage other than a spent razor and used Q-Tips.
 

In the main room there were two empty Vodka bottles and two cigars doused in an ashtray. The window sat open, otherwise he would’ve detected the residual cigar smell right away.
 

There was nothing else in the room other than messy beds. No other garbage or notes or business cards. He was at a dead end.
 

To lose Rosina when he was so close meant that he had failed her. His eyes watered. He had no idea where to go next.
 

Then he remembered the papers in his back pocket that Agent Williams had given him in the Crown Victoria after picking him in Barrie. He pulled them out, unfolded them, and placed them flat out on the room’s desk.
 

He crumpled up the papers on Arkady and his bodyguard as they had been taken care of. He flipped through the rest, discarding the ones he didn’t need and putting into a separate pile the ones of the faces and locations he didn’t recognize.
 

He had thinned the file considerably. Under the paperwork that showed known businesses associated with the Russian Mafia, the FBI had listed the restaurant on Queen Street that Yuri owned. It also listed an adult store in North York on Finch Avenue.
 

He stopped browsing and snapped his fingers.
 

That’s right. The Italians run a store in Mississauga.
 

The entire nightmare had started in an adult store in Mississauga when Darwin had been given an address of an abandoned airplane hangar. He had been in the store to purchase a bottle of mint tree, a minty liquid that Rosina used for her teeth and bathing. She loved the stuff. But what Darwin got was an address that day to a meeting where he thought he would be able to work on his phobias in a group setting.
 

How ironic.
 

That day started his foray into the world of the Mafia, but he’d come out the other side with his phobias healed. The group setting wasn’t traditional, but the end result was the same.
 

There was a knock on the door. Then a soft voice said, “Housekeeping.”
 

“I’m still here,” he said.
 

The door opened anyway.
 

The woman who had been cleaning next door stepped inside, towels in her hands.
 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I didn’t hear you.”
 

“I’ll be done in a moment.”
 

Darwin gathered the papers up and folded them together. He stuffed all of them in his pocket as the maid moved farther into the room.
 

“Excuse me,” Darwin turned to her. “I haven’t checked out yet.”
 

The towels dropped away from the woman’s hand and a gun popped up as the door behind her closed. The petite woman aimed it at his face and ordered him to sit.
 

Darwin was too far away to swat at her and not stupid enough to reach for his own gun.
 

He backed up and sat in the chair by the desk.
 

“It’s past checkout time,” the woman said. “Time for you to go.”
 

“Interesting way for the hotel to ask their guests to check out.”
 

She two-handed the gun and slipped her finger inside the trigger guard.
 

Darwin closed his eyes and braced for the bullet.
 
  

Chapter 16




The bullet didn’t come. He opened his eyes. The woman sat on the corner of the bed, the gun still up. More than eight feet separated them. Too far to attempt to knock the weapon out of her hand and too far to rush her.
 

“Who are you?” Darwin asked. “Who do you work for?”
 

“No talking. We wait. When my backup arrives you can tell your story.”
 

Police?
 

If she was a cop, why didn’t she identify herself right away? Would he be right in assuming she would know the FBI agents up here in Canada dealing with Darwin and the Red Mafia dispute? He decided to take a gamble.
 

“You’re wasting valuable time,” he said.
 

“Shut up.”
 

“I will have your job when this is over.”
 

“I said, shut up.”
 

“Why the delay with the backup? They busy cleaning up all the bodies left behind by The Scythe?”
 

Her eyes flickered.
 

Got you.
 

She met his gaze. This time she didn’t tell him to shut up. Her silence was enough to let him know she was listening.
 

“My search has led me from the catastrophe at the restaurant on Queen Street last night to the aftermath at the strip club. My sources told me Yuri Pavel would be in this hotel with a hostage. I’m trying to locate The Scythe before he continues his spree and you stalling me here is outrageous.”
 

“What? But they said …”
 

“I know, I know. My name is Special Agent Kirk Williams.”
 

If she had met Williams, his gambit was over. If not, he was on a tangent.
 

“You look young to be—”
 

“So do you,” Darwin cut in.
 

“What happened to your face?”
 

“Didn’t you hear what happened to us yesterday in Barrie? Our car was stolen on the way into town?”
 

“Yes, we had to send another car out to the agents stranded on the highway. They were pretty pissed that guy Darwin got away.”
 

“Darwin Kostas is almost as bad as the Mafia.”
 

“I’ve heard he’s some kind of hero throughout our ranks.”
 

She lowered her gun to rest it on her leg.
 

Darwin raised his hand slowly so as to not cause alarm. Then he circled his face. “Darwin did this. That’s why I’m dressed this way. I’m hunting him and the Russians.”
 

“Are you armed?”
 

“Of course. I’m surprised with your training that you’re just asking me that now.”
 

Sirens outside the building were loud enough to hear through the thick walls.
 

Shit. Gotta go.
 

“Can I show you something?” Darwin asked.
 

She hesitated.
 

“It’s in my back pocket.”
 

“Slowly,” she said.
 

Without any sudden movements, Darwin twisted in his chair and pulled the pile of papers that he was done with and unfolded them.
 

“Here, look at these.”
 

He tossed them on the bed closest to him. The woman walked over and picked them up. She scanned through the pile while the sirens pulled up out front and were turned off.
 

“These are confidential FBI releases from their files,” she said. “At least that’s what it looks like to me. How is it you have these?”
 

“How would I have them if I wasn’t FBI?”
 

“Do you have ID?”
 

“Have you ever worked undercover? Not just dressed as a maid, I mean deep cover?”
 

She shook her head.
 

“If I was searched at the strip club, that would’ve been it for me. Now, I’m running out of time. I’m going to leave.” He stood from the chair. “Your team can sweep this room, but you won’t find much. In our experience, Yuri never leaves prints behind. I’m just pissed that I was an hour too late.”
 

“Last question.”
 

Hurry up, hurry up. At any second someone’s coming through that door and I’m toast.
 

“How did you get in here?”
 

“This key card.” He held it up. “The front desk gave it to me. We’d called it in an hour before I got here. You’d be surprised at the access we can get.”
 

She bought everything he was selling. She lowered her weapon.
 

He walked up to her and held out his hand. She shook it.
 

“Pleasure to work with you, Agent …”
 

“Shelly Paulson. I’m not an agent. I’m an Inspector with the RCMP. Although I’m pretty new at it.”
 

“Brave of you to do what you did, but you were too late. The Russians have left the building. I’ll favor you in my report.”
 

He stepped past her and walked to the door.
 

“Wait,” she called.
 

He grabbed the door and waited, knowing each second counted.
 

“Don’t you want these files? Aren’t they confidential?”
 

“Shred them. Those are the files of the Russians who are dead now.”
 

As he opened the door and stepped out, the elevator pinged. He turned away from it, walked as fast as he could to the next door in the hallway and stood by it for a brief moment. He watched the end of the hall toward the elevator.
 

Then five men filled the entrance, briskly heading his way.
 

He banged his foot on the door in front of him and pulled his shoulder back as if he had just shut it hard. At this time in the day, right after checkout, he didn’t have to worry that anyone was in the room. Unless they were staying for more than one night.
 

He turned away from the five men and walked without purpose, slowly making his way down the long hallway, acting as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He listened to everything behind him, trying to make out if they were closing in on him.
 

The men reached the door to room 456 and knocked. Shelly opened it. Their voices traveled down the empty, quiet corridor.
 

Three doors away from the end Darwin picked up his pace.
 

“Shelly Paulson, and yours?”
 

The voice was distant, but he discerned who the speaker was and what they were saying.
 

“We’re with the FBI. This is Special Agent Scott and my name is Special Agent Williams.”
 

“What?” Shelly said.
 

Darwin half jogged the last bit.
 

“ID please,” Shelly demanded.
 

As he hit the door to the stairwell, he heard Shelly say, “There was a guy in here who said he was you. His face was bruised up—”
 

“Get him!” Darwin heard Williams shouting through the stairwell door as it closed behind him.
 

He dropped down the four flights of stairs as if his ass was on fire, the wound in his side screaming at him to slow down. At the first floor he decided not to risk walking out into a trap. They could’ve radioed down and men could be running at the stairwell door right now.
 

He passed the exit door and continued down to the basement parking level even as footsteps pounded from above.
 

At the basement, he ripped open the door and ran for the sunlight pouring down the exit ramp. A lone vehicle turned the last corner and started toward the parking attendant behind a little glass enclosed booth.
 

Darwin hopped between two cars, ran by a cement pillar and then jumped out in front of the brown Impala a dozen yards from the exit.
 

The driver hit the brakes and raised both hands in a ‘what’s up’ gesture.
 

Darwin pulled his gun out, aimed it at the windshield and motioned for the driver to get out as he moved to the driver’s door.
 

But the hardened Toronto driver shook his head, defiant.
 

“What the hell?” Darwin shouted. “I’ve got a gun.”
 

“Hey, what are you doing?”
 

Darwin turned to see the parking attendant had stepped out of his little glass booth. He brought the gun up and fired a bullet into the glass hut the parking attendant had just vacated, shattering the glass on both sides. The attendant ducked so fast he stumbled and fell on the ground.
 

The stairwell door burst open.
 

Darwin tapped the glass on the driver’s side window of the stopped Impala and aimed the weapon at the driver’s face.
 

“Okay, okay,” the man shouted, his voice muffled through the window.
 

The door clicked and the driver started getting out of his car.
 

“Darwin, stop running,” Williams yelled. “We can help.”
 

“Fuck you!” Darwin shouted back.
 

He yanked the driver out of the way, dropped down behind the wheel and gunned the engine. Luckily, the parking attendant had already gotten off his ass because Darwin came close to the booth as he rounded the corner and squealed the tires on his way into the sunlight of a bright Toronto day.
 

He hit the brakes so hard, the car slid a few feet to the chagrin of pedestrians walking by. The sidewalk was jammed with businesspeople out for lunch. He waited for it to clear while studying the rearview mirror.
 

Williams showed up at the bottom of the ramp.
 

There was no end in sight of people walking back and forth in front of him.
 

Williams ran up the ramp toward the car, so Darwin edged forward, nudging people out of the way. He honked the horn and kept moving forward.
 

Someone shouted at him. Someone else slapped the passenger side window.
 

Then Williams jumped on the trunk and banged the back window.
 

Darwin made it through the people but had to wait for two taxis to pass before jumping out into traffic.
 

Williams slid off the trunk and jumped up beside the driver’s side window. He smacked it with the butt of his weapon as Darwin hit the gas, bunny hopping into the lane, where he slammed it down and sped away.
 

“The door was unlocked, asshole,” he said to the empty vehicle.
 
  

Chapter 17




Darwin headed deeper into the city. Getting on a highway would be a mistake. The authorities would be watching for him and were probably sending the information about this car to every available unit in the area at that moment.
 

He sped north on Mount Pleasant Road, continuing until he hit Lawrence Avenue. Then he turned left and hit Yonge Street where he headed north again. He needed to get as far away from downtown as he could by staying on side streets, but Yonge would get him above Highway 401 and nearer the Russian adult store on Finch.
 

Without interruption, he made it to the corner of Yonge and Finch, drove by the adult store and continued on for two more blocks. After pulling onto a residential side street, he turned the car off and sat listening to the ticking of the Impala’s hot engine.
 

He wiped his face with his hands and took a couple of deep breaths.
 

He knew this was a warpath against some of the most dangerous people on earth, but he couldn’t stop now. He had to keep hunting Russians until he got to the one who had his wife or knew where she was.
 

Having the cops and the FBI on his tail didn’t help. He almost got stopped back at the hotel. He wondered how many charges he was adding to the docket that his lawyer would read one day and curse his idea of defense.
 

It was time. He checked his weapons and then got out of the stolen vehicle.
 

On the walk back to the adult store, he crossed the street and bought a coffee at one of the nationwide chains. He took it to go and headed to the adult store, drinking it on the way.
 

Red lights flashed in the windows where mannequins in lingerie stood in various poses. A couple of adult games and lotions were also on display.
 

Looks like an average adult establishment. It would surprise a lot of people to know the Russian Mafia runs it.
 

He opened the door and stepped inside. A young, pretty girl sat behind the counter. She looked up and greeted him, her smile wide, showing perfect white teeth.
 

He sipped his coffee and acted nervous as he passed the counter, like it was his first time, and walked down to the section where the wall was covered in dildos.
 

I can’t hurt a woman. Her head was down as she read a magazine. Correction, a girl.
 

He needed to know if the Mafia meeting location was being given out through this outlet as the Italians did with their adult business.
 

He moved to the counter.
 

“Is there something you’re looking for?” the clerk asked, her accent clearly Russian.
 

“I’m here to pick up my paper for the meeting tomorrow night.”
 

She frowned, confused. “I don’t understand. We have no meeting here.”
 

“Not here? Yuri would’ve left notes on where the meeting will be. This is how they did it the last time. I was told to come here and you would tell me where the meeting was going to be tomorrow.”
 

“I don’t know this man, Yuri. I’m sorry.”
 

Something moved behind him. He spun around just as the curtain at the back dropped in place.
 

“Who’s in the back?”
 

“None of your business,” the girl said. “I think you should leave now.”
 

Darwin set his coffee on the counter, turned and started for the curtain.
 

“Hello back there,” he said.
 

“Excuse me,” the girl raised her voice behind him.
 

Darwin kept walking. At the curtain, he stood to the side, pulled out his gun and placed a finger over his lips for the girl to be quiet. He glared at her and showed her the gun.
 

After parting the curtain, he jumped through it, his back to the wall.
 

Someone banged through the back door ahead of him. It slammed against the outer wall and came lazily around.
 

He ran for the door and jumped outside and off the stairs fast, in case someone was waiting to shoot at him.
 

The man had a head start and was at least twenty yards ahead. Darwin couldn’t run that fast with the hole in his side, so he took careful aim. The back of the strip mall was empty except for garbage bins and a couple of cars.
 

He eyed the man and squeezed the trigger twice. Then he squeezed again and again. The girl in the store screamed behind him. On the last bullet, the man fell like he tripped over something.
 

Darwin started after him, walking. Running earlier in the underground parking lot of the hotel had hurt like a bitch. He had felt it when he’d settled into the car. Only now was it subsiding. He couldn’t risk injuring himself further.
 

He recognized the man from when he entered Yuri’s restaurant. The defiant fake cop.
 

Darwin leveled the empty gun and made sure the tip was pointed at the man’s crotch.
 

“You wanna lose your dick?” he asked.
 

“What? No!”
 

Blood trickled out of small wound on the man’s ankle. From that distance Darwin was surprised he’d hit him at all.
 

“Tell me where the meeting is taking place tomorrow.”
 

“Fuck you. I tell you that and I’m dead.”
 

“You don’t tell me that and you’re dead.”
 

“Then kill me, because I will not snitch. Ya nechevo ne znayu!”
 

“What does that mean? Speak English.”
 

“It means I don’t know anything. I’m not a stukatch, a snitch.”
 

At the girl’s voice, he turned to check that she wasn’t going to shoot him or club him over the head. The weapon she held was a cell phone. She was calling the police.
 

Having to run from the police all the time is starting to piss me off.
 

“You will sing when I get finished with you,” Darwin said.
 

“Fuck you.” He spit at Darwin.
 

Darwin wiped the glob off his cheek. Then he tossed the empty gun away and brought out both scythes in a smooth motion.
 

The woman screamed for Darwin to stop.
 

The man pushed with his one good foot, trying to edge away from Darwin like a stuck worm, but it was no good.
 

Darwin sliced down by the bullet wound and then again on the man’s other leg.
 

He howled and rolled onto his stomach to avoid the blades.
 

This was a high-traffic area of North York and he couldn’t afford Joe Public wandering back here wanting to be a hero. The back parking lot was still empty except for the Russian store clerk standing ten feet away, phone in hand, crying and shouting for Darwin to stop.
 

He brought his attention back to the man on the ground.
 

“You’re losing a lot of blood,” Darwin shouted to be heard over the clerk and the man’s own wailing. “Tell me what I want to know and I walk away. They will never know it was you. Don’t you think they will kill me when I show up at the meeting?”
 

“I will never tell you,” he shouted as he rolled over onto his back again.
 

Darwin brought a scythe up close to his face and held it there.
 

“Last chance. I’m done fucking around with you lot.”
 

The crazy man spit again. The store clerk screamed.
 

Darwin sliced through the man’s cheek, gouging the scythe across and out at the edge where his upper and lower lip connected, giving him half a Glasgow smile. For a brief moment, before the blood started to flow, Darwin got a peek of the side of the man’s dirty teeth. His stomach tumbled and almost let go, but he steeled his resolve and got ready to cut again if he needed to.
 

“Where are they meeting?” he shouted.
 

“You’re too late,” the store clerk yelled beside him, her face a mask of tears, her nose running. “You’re too late.”
 

The man wrapped the side of his face with both hands as blood poured out and around Darwin’s knee.
 

“Why am I too late? The meeting is planned for tomorrow.”
 

The clerk shook her head.
 

“Tell me what you know or this guy gets cut again.”
 

“Don’t,” the man under Darwin tried to say. “Don’t tell him nothing.”
 

Darwin smacked him. “Shut up. She’s trying to save your life.” Then he turned to the clerk who now hopped from one foot to the other. “Just please don’t hurt him anymore.”
 

“Fine. Tell me about the meeting.”
 

“It’s set for today,” she said. “They’re about to meet right now.”
 

Could Agent Williams have the wrong intel? Didn’t he say he got the information from the RCMP?
 

“Why did they move the meeting up?” Darwin asked.
 

“They moved it up because of you.”
 

“What? Me? Why?”
 

“We don’t get told everything.”
 

“Shut up!” the man below Darwin shouted. The corner of his mouth flapped when he talked, challenging Darwin’s stomach to stay calm.
 

“I’m The Scythe and I’m pissed. Don’t interrupt us again.”
 

“You’re not The Scythe,” the man said.
 

The girl’s eyes widened. She looked at the blades in Darwin’s hands and then at his face.
 

“It’s true …” she stammered.
 

“Tell me where the meeting is being held, or this man dies.” Darwin placed one of the scythes against the man’s neck and applied pressure, but not enough to cut.
 

“They’re meeting at the golf course,” the clerk said.
 

“What golf course? You’re full of shit.”
 

“It doesn’t matter.” The man adjusted his hands, trying to keep the blood in his face. “You’re too late.”
 

“It’s a sunny day in July,” Darwin said. “Any golf course in this area would be filled with golfers. How could they have a private meeting with that much attention? Stop lying and tell me where Yuri is.”
 

Darwin was beginning to hate the sound of police sirens. Every time he was dealing with something, they showed up and tried to thwart him. The sirens squealed in the distance, creeping closer.
 

“Tell me the truth,” he said to the clerk. “What golf course?”
 

“They are having the meeting at High Hills Golf Club in the convention center. It’s a private facility, any time, day or night.”
 

“You’re not shitting me?”
 

“No, seriously,” she said. “Just don’t cut him anymore.”
 

“It doesn’t matter,” the man said. “You show up, the lookouts will see you a mile away. You’ll be dead on the first tee box.” He spit blood. “There’ll be eighteen holes all right—eighteen holes in your face.”
 

A cop car rounded the corner in front of the complex, announcing its arrival with a long squeal of its tires.
 

“If you’re lying,” he said to the clerk, “I will come back and burn this complex to the fucking ground with you tied up inside.”
 

“I’m not lying,” she pleaded. “Just go. Leave us.”
 

“Goodbye, asshole,” Darwin said. He moved to get up but slipped on the blood. The scythe wasn’t more than a foot away from the man’s throat when he fell back, the scythe dropping to where it was a moment before. Only this time it cut into the Russian’s neck as Darwin’s weight fell back on it. He couldn’t stop its downward angle until he caught his balance, but it was too late. The scythe rested on the man’s spine.
 

“Damn that’s sharp,” Darwin said.
 

The clerk went hysterical, screaming and running for the back of the store.
 

“The world is a better place without scum. Sorry, though, I was actually going to walk away. It’s all fun and games until someone loses a neck.”
 

Darwin got up and moved away, jumping behind a dumpster. Just as he suspected, the police car came around the end of the corner of strip mall and raced toward the back of the building. The cop parked right in front of the garbage bin, got out and ran to the dead Russian.
 

Behind Darwin was an eight-foot fence. Too high to climb without being seen.
 

The cop was radioing in for backup from his lapel radio. The Russian girl from the adult store came out the back door and motioned for him.
 

“He was just here a minute ago,” she yelled at the cop, a Kleenex in hand.
 

“We’ll get him, ma’am. He can’t be far. I have backup en route.”
 

Darwin felt trapped. He couldn’t move and staying here meant they would discover him shortly.
 

The girl went back in the store. The cop knelt by the body.
 

Darwin waited until the cop talked into his lapel mic again. It was his only chance, otherwise, he would have to hurt a cop to escape and he wasn’t about to spend time in prison for hurting a cop, too. Any jury would sympathize with him about the Russian Mafia, but not a cop.
 

The tinny sound of someone talking to the cop was loud enough for Darwin to hear a man say he was three minutes out.
 

Darwin jumped from behind the garbage bin, stayed hunched over and ran around the back of the idling cruiser. How far could he run if he didn’t have a car? How would he get up Highway 50 and make it to High Hills Golf Club with a hole in his side if he didn’t have a car?
 

The decision took no time at all. He jumped inside the cruiser just as another siren could be heard in the distance. Without shutting the door, he dropped it into reverse, hit the gas and drove backwards as fast as he could, trying to get as much distance from the cop as he could before the cop decided to use his sidearm.
 

With his eyes barely over the seat watching where he was going, he was pretty shielded when the first bullet that hit the windshield.
 

Then another hit.
 

Darwin spun the wheel hard and almost got tossed out the open door. He held the steering wheel tight to stay inside, tearing at the wound on his abdomen.
 

He screamed and waited for the car to stop spinning. When it did he was aimed at the street, the passenger side facing the cop who stood with both hands on his gun, legs wide.
 

Darwin dropped the car into drive and hit the gas as a bullet entered the passenger window in the back seat. Then he was past the building and free of the cop.
 

The radio in the car picked up non-stop chatter. He heard something about a stolen police car, but then he was on Finch Avenue and heading toward Highway 400.
 

Have I completely lost my mind? This is so out of control.
 

He searched the dash until he found the button for the lights and siren. It was challenging to see through the windshield as the cop’s bullets had caused two holes and concentric lines throughout.
 

He slowed at red lights, but otherwise kept his speed up to eighty miles an hour or more until he hit the highway heading north that would take him to the golf course. He knew exactly where it was. He’d golfed there many times.
 

The sun beat down on his side of the car, warming his arm. Air rushed in through the holes in the windshield with a high-pitched whistle that could be heard over the rushing air coming through the broken back window.
 

He swerved around slower moving vehicles, making good time with hell on his tail.
 

He never felt so free.
 
  

Chapter 18




He couldn’t pull up in a police cruiser and expect everyone to lay down their arms and send Rosina out. The FBI was sure the meeting was taking place tomorrow. There was no backup and no one knew where he was. He felt lost with no idea how to get in, get Rosina, and get out alive.
 

But he kept driving because there was nothing else he could do.
 

The bullet wound was bleeding again. It seeped through his new hoodie, darkening the front with a small stain. A minor amount, but it still concerned him.
 

After turning off Highway 400, he drove along a concession road to get to Highway 50, which would put him on the outskirts of the High Hills Golf Course property.
 

He cut the siren and the lights and slowed to the speed limit. The wind and whistle inside the car dimmed with the speed but the police radio kept up its chatter. As far as he could tell, they had no idea where their stolen police car was. He had also picked up that the domestic disturbance at the adult store on Finch had led to one deceased male, Caucasian.
 

Didn’t mean to do that. Being in the Russian Mafia wasn’t a good career move.
 

He slowed the cruiser and pulled off the road a few hundred meters from the fence line of the course. A long driveway led down to a farmhouse. He started down it a little ways, then pulled in between two trees and drove the cop car off the lane and into the brush as far as he could go.
 

He turned the car off and popped the trunk. When he got out, all he could hear was the cooling of the car. No noises came from the house. In the distance, he heard the sound of a golf cart somewhere. This area was far enough from the city to be almost silent.
 

He walked around to the trunk and looked inside. A case of water sat on the left beside a small box of protein bars.
 

“Wow, this guy was prepared.”
 

Darwin grabbed a protein bar, ripped it open and took a large bite. He opened the water and drank two bottles while eating the bars. For what he was about to do, he would need the energy.
 

In the middle of the trunk sat a long metal gun box. Darwin could only surmise what was in the box but it was locked.
 

He searched the car for keys for the gun box, but couldn’t find them anywhere.
 

They must be still on the cop.
 

He ate another bar and shoved two more into his pockets, plus a bottle of water.
 

Then he walked away from the car. He still had both scythes on him and one gun from the Russians, even though it was empty. It would have to do.
 

He walked through the brush to the driveway of the farmhouse, then followed it to the road. A couple of cars passed him as he headed to the side of the golf course, but no one paid him any attention.
 

At the fence, he tossed the last protein bar wrapper away and jumped over. He pushed through the thick shrubs and came out slowly on the other side. He didn’t want to be seen by any golfers who were close by.
 

The green of one of the holes backed onto the wooded area he hid behind. It had to be a par five. He couldn’t even see where the golfers would tee off from.
 

He had to wait until a golfer came along. He only hoped it was soon. For Rosina’s sake.
 

It took just over five minutes before he saw his first party of four. They took their shots, hopped in golf carts and drove closer. Then they shot again from the edge of the green and got ready to putt.
 

It was a foursome, playing slow because the twosome behind them was already waiting to play for the green.
 

All four men were discussing something that happened last weekend. Darwin tuned them out, stayed low in the bush, and waited for the twosome.
 

He checked his wound. It had stopped bleeding again.
 

He lay down slowly so as not to break a twig or make any noise, trying to find a more comfortable position to wait in. The foursome was still putting, which started to work on his nerves.
 

What could they be doing to Rosina? Where was she right now and was she even alive still?
 

Then he thought about the intel the FBI had. What if the meeting really is set for tomorrow and the girl lied to him? If that was the case, then Darwin was shit out of luck. He was about to storm a golf course pro shop and convention center with his limited weapons to find an empty building and probably end up in jail.
 

He smiled. I’m lying out flat on a golf course again, just like a few days ago when they found me after escaping Yuri’s house of madmen.
 

Except this time it would be Darwin who was going to do the terrorizing.
 

He was clear on what he had decided. The only way out of this was to kill as many of them as he could. The justice system didn’t stop guys like this. They killed without regard, and so it was the only way to deal with them.
 

He knew this was a lost cause, but as long as he was breathing, there was nothing left for him to do. They had killed the old Darwin and Rosina when they hunted them down in Rome so long ago.
 

The foursome finished up. Two of them high-fived each other as they walked to their cart.
 

They forgot to put the flag back in. One of the twosome standing a hundred yards back from the green waiting to hit up yelled at them.
 

The heaviest of the four turned and saw the flag on the green, ran over and plunked it back in place.
 

“Sorry,” he yelled and waved.
 

One of the twosome took a couple of practice swings and then stepped up to his ball.
 

The green was at a lower elevation. He misjudged the shot. The ball hit the green near the back, bounced once and then shot into the bush, landing ten feet in front of Darwin.
 

Perfect. It couldn’t get any better.
 

When the twosome got up to the green, the man who shot into the bush, grabbed his putter and an extra ball, and headed toward Darwin.
 

Once inside the woods, the man kicked at pine needles and rummaged around looking for his ball.
 

“I can’t find it,” he shouted to his playing partner.
 

“Just use another ball. You don’t have to take the penalty for it. Who knew the green would be back so far?”
 

The man muttered something under his breath and turned away.
 

Darwin stood, hopped up close behind the man before he had a chance to turn around, and tripped him. He fell hard, but as soon as he did, the man flipped over and looked up at his attacker.
 

He recoiled at Darwin’s appearance.
 

“What happened to you?” the man asked.
 

“Is that what you would normally ask someone who tripped you in the woods?”
 

“Sorry, it’s just your face really surprised me.”
 

“What are you doing in there, Bob?” the other guy asked. “Come on, we gotta move to the next hole.”
 

“Just a sec,” the man shouted back.
 

“Take your golf shirt off.”
 

“What?”
 

Darwin pulled both scythes out, blood still coating the tips.
 

“Now,” he said.
 

“Why?”
 

“Just do it.”
 

“And what’ll I tell John? That I had a sudden urge to play naked golf?”
 

“After I cut your throat with these blades, I’m not sure you’ll be able to tell John anything. Now, take off the shirt.”
 

The man slipped out of it and tossed it at Darwin.
 

“What’s taking so long?” John asked. “The other group is waiting on the ridge.”
 

“Coming.”
 

Bob was a lot bigger than Darwin, so he slipped the golf shirt over his hoodie and tucked the hood in the back. Perfect fit. Then he walked away.
 

The golfing partner’s face lit up when Darwin stepped out of the woods wearing his friend’s shirt. Darwin had already put the scythes away.
 

“Where’s Bob?” the man asked.
 

Darwin hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “In there. I don’t think he wants to come out. He’s embarrassed by his naked gut.”
 

“What?” John said and started for the trees.
 

Darwin walked across the green, got in the golf cart and sped away. Both the golfers’ cell phones were in the drink holders of the cart.
 

Perfect. They can’t call ahead.
 

He followed the signs to the next tee box and continued driving the length of that fairway, en route for the next tee box, and so on, until he got back to the clubhouse. Along the way there had only been a couple of golfers irate enough to shout something as he passed them with no regard for who was hitting a ball or where they were.
 

The clubhouse came into view. Golfers on the first tee watched as he approached, waiting for him to get out of the way. He drove around the tee box, up a little cement path just big enough for the cart and parked out front of the pro shop.
 

He gazed at all the faces, trying to see someone he recognized or that looked Russian. Nothing unusual stood out, which could be good or bad. A dozen golfers stood around in groups, waiting to head out, but none of them looking like they crawled up from the underworld of crime in the Russian Mafia.
 

Without trying to draw attention to himself, Darwin walked away from the golf cart and around the building until he faced the convention center. The double doors were closed with a dark curtain over the window. He started for them, the whole way watching his back.
 

The doors were locked. A sign on the wall beside the door said that the way in was through the pro shop.
 

Darwin headed for the pro shop. This made sense to him. With the kind of meeting that was taking place, the powerful people present, they wouldn’t have these double doors unattended.
 

At the front, he stepped inside the pro shop which was filled with golf supplies and equipment. Where was the security? If three rival Mafia families were really meeting here, right now, then it totally didn’t look like it to Darwin.
 

Or maybe that was the idea.
 

They would have the meeting when it was a normal day at the golf course with the public buying green fees and driving carts around and no one would be the wiser.
 

“Can I help you?” the clerk asked.
 

One golfer stood near the back, eyeing up a new driver.
 

“Looking for the entrance to the convention center. The sign said it was through the pro shop.”
 

“You here for the meeting?”
 

Shit. Are you serious? It’s that public?
 

“Yeah.”
 

“Name?”
 

“Dar—” he almost said his own name. “The Scythe.”
 

The clerk’s eyebrows raised and he looked Darwin up and down.
 

“Really?”
 

Darwin pulled the handles of the scythes up high enough to show the clerk and then slipped them back.
 

“Yes. Really,” Darwin said.
 

“Holy shit,” the clerk whispered. Then louder, “I’ve heard of you.”
 

“The convention center?”
 

The clerk pointed toward the back of the pro shop. “Back there. Go ahead. They’ve already started.”
 

Darwin walked by the counter and headed for the back. The golfer with the driver in his hand stayed where he was, a blank expression on his face. The clerk was still behind the counter, shaking his head back and forth.
 

At the back, two doors opened to a hallway. With caution, he took each step, watching for traps, alarms, or guards.
 

Maybe the pro shop clerk is their gatekeeper?
 

At the end of the hall, his stomach in knots, he tried the double doors and found them unlocked. He paused, breathing in and out like a locomotive. When he opened these, the Russians could be waiting. They would probably have guns and shoot him down. Then Rosina would die.
 

It was hopeless and he knew it. But what else was there? They would live together or die together. One thing was for sure. If he didn’t walk through these doors, his wife would die.
 

He had never planned to go up against the Mafia, the Italians or the Russians. He had wanted to enjoy his honeymoon in Rome with Rosina and fly back to Canada to start a life together. But the Italians wouldn’t leave them alone. Then the Russians got in on it. This had to end and the only way was for the decision makers, the bosses, to be killed. There would always be a contract on Darwin’s head as long as the bosses were alive.
 

So he had to walk through these doors and enter the convention center. But he didn’t have any bullets left in the gun, only the two blades.
 

He pulled a scythe out and held it in his left hand. There was bound to be a guard by the door who would try to hit Darwin or pull a weapon. Darwin could use the guard’s body as a shield if anyone else shot at them. He could cut the hand that held any weapon and then use it to repel his attackers.
 

I hate odds like this. Fucking sucks.
 

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Then he took another and opened the door to the convention center.
 

No one stood on either side of the door. There were no armed guards. Only a long wooden table on the other side of the cavernous room with four men sitting at it, their backs to him.
 

He took in the room as the door behind him clicked shut. Nothing threatening, nothing untoward.
 

What the fuck? Where is everybody?
 

He looked at the four men. To cross the distance to the table would take half a minute as they were at the wall on the far side.
 

All four men turned and then stood up at the same time. They adjusted their jackets, one fixed his eyeglasses. Darwin’s heart pounded in his chest as he thought he would’ve seen Rosina as soon as he opened the door. Whatever state she was in, he had to accept, but not seeing her brought his spirits down. This nightmare seemed far from over.
 

“Good afternoon, Mr. Kostas. Glad you could join us.”
 

Yuri stepped away from the others.
 

“Where is she?” Darwin asked. “It doesn’t have to end this way,” he added. “You could walk away when this is over.”
 

Yuri smiled. “There are times when I wish you worked for me.”
 

“Fat chance.”
 

“Or slim chance,” Yuri added.
 

“Huh?”
 

“Fat chance and slim chance mean the same thing,” Yuri said. “Odd, isn’t it?”
 

“What are you talking about?”
 

“I was trying a little of your sarcasm and ridiculing your language at the same time. But I guess we’re past that.”
 

“Where is she?” Darwin pulled the other scythe out. Now both hands gripped the comforting handles.
 

“You’ve come a long way,” Yuri said, wiping his chin.
 

“I’m not here to talk about me.”
 

“You’re holding blades. A month ago you would’ve killed the person who got that close to you with those. Rosina told me all about you and your phobias.”
 

A wave of anger pounded through him. At that moment he felt no amount of bullets would stop him if he decided to cover the waxed wooden floor with Yuri’s blood.
 

“It’s over, Yuri. Tell me where she is. We will walk away and I won’t kill you. Any other option will not turn out so well for you.”
 

“I believe you. I do. You always back up what you say. But before I bring her in here, I wanted to tell you how predictable you are.”
 

Darwin rubbed the blades against each other and took a step toward Yuri. The metallic sound of the blades echoed throughout the large room.
 

“You fell face first into my trap,” Yuri said. “I want to thank you for that.”
 

Darwin took another step.
 

“Of course my bartender would tell you I’m at the strip club where Arkady is. I wanted to offer you the pleasure of killing that asshole for me. He was too uncontrollable. I made sure everyone thought I was staying at the Park Hotel. I even joked with Arkady that if he saw you, he could give you the room number. What a fool he was that he didn’t see the big picture.”
 

Darwin continued to move closer to the four men.
 

“I was surprised when you connected me to the adult store in North York and I didn’t think you would kill my man in the back parking lot, but that’s okay. I understand. You’re angry.”
 

Darwin’s face flushed with heat. The nails of his fingers wrapped around the handles of the scythes so tight they dug into the palm of his hands.
 

“I sent word out on the street that if The Scythe—I love that you took on that particular moniker—came asking about me, to tell him to come here.” He laughed. “A stolen police car? Really?”
 

Darwin stood twenty feet away now.
 

“Stop where you are.” Yuri’s face tightened, his eyes hardening. “You will have a bullet in each leg with one more step.”
 

Darwin stopped, not willing to test Yuri yet. None of the men had pulled weapons out, though. He could run and leap on Yuri, cut the life out of his throat in seconds and be done with it, but still, he halted.
 

A red beam, like a laser light, flashed across his eyes. He looked up at the steel beams that lined the ceiling, crisscrossing every which way.
 

Seven men hung suspended in various poses. All of them had weapons pointed at Darwin.
 

When he looked down at his chest, red lights moved below his neck where the snipers had taken careful aim.
 

“Place the scythes on the floor,” Yuri said.
 

Rosina wasn’t here. She wasn’t in this room and they hadn’t shot him yet. He took a step back. No one fired. He took another step and then turned and walked to the double doors, every second waiting for a bullet in his back.
 

At the door, he yanked on the handle but nothing happened.
 

“Last chance. Drop the scythes or they will be taken from you.”
 

He put his shoulder into the door. It was like body checking solid steel.
 

He gazed across the room. Four men from the upper beams were shimmying down ropes. When they landed, weapons came up and took aim on Darwin. They moved forward while the other men used the ropes to descend.
 

Unless the FBI was about to storm the convention center a day earlier than what their intel suggested, Darwin realized that his wife and he were dead.
 

Yuri motioned some kind of silent order with his hand.
 

A gun went off and the scythe in Darwin’s right hand was torn away. Another shot and the left one zinged into the wall behind him.
 

The vibration resonated through his hand and up his arm but he didn’t cry out.
 

A moment later he was surrounded by the first four armed men to come down from the beams.
 

Maybe this is a blessing. No more running, no more trying to stay alive and outwit the Mafia.
 

The nightmarish ride had taken its toll. A part of him was happy it would be coming to an end.
 

“Bring him to the office,” Yuri ordered as he walked away. “He can wait with his wife.”
 

“Do you want him handcuffed like her or strung up on the hooks?”
 

Yuri stopped and turned back. “String him up with all fourteen hooks for his wife to see when she wakes. They both die tomorrow, so it won’t matter much, but I’ll enjoy it.”
 
  

Chapter 19




Since Florida, which seemed a lifetime ago, Darwin finally got to see his wife. They brought him to a room in the back of the convention center that would normally serve as an office but was large enough to be the size of two standard hotel rooms.
 

Inside the room was exactly what he expected. Chains hung suspended from the beams in the ceiling. More chains dangled from wall mounts behind a square chunk of plastic taped to the floor. A metal table off to the side held a variety of implements that looked like something only a Nazi doctor would love. Darwin remembered the dirt-laden socks Scythe had used on his back and the bloody urine he’d experienced afterward. What lay on the table would get his blood flowing from a lot more places than just his bladder.
 

Rosina lay spread out on a makeshift bed, her hands cuffed to a chain that was attached to a steel necklace at least an inch thick.
 

When he called out to her, she didn’t budge.
 

“Is she alive?” he asked the men who pushed him inside the office.
 

“Drugged sleep.”
 

They stood him over the square piece of plastic and cuffed his ankles and then his hands. The whole time he stared at his woman, tears filling his eyes. His lower lip quivered with the sadness that they had become instead of the happily married couple who had once toured Rome on their honeymoon.
 

He didn’t resist as the men secured him. One of the men remained near the door, a long gun, probably an AK-47, pointed at him.
 

After a few moments, his hands were bound behind his back and attached to a chain lodged to the wall. His feet couldn’t move more than an inch as the ankle restraints were fastened to a chain that was also bolted to the wall.
 

In one quick movement, his stolen golf shirt was ripped from his body. Then one of the men produced a large knife and sliced off the hoodie, careful not to touch Darwin. He almost thanked the man for his tenderness, then thought better of it.
 

Small gifts.
 

He may not have a phobia of knives anymore, but he still didn’t want one slicing through his skin. His neurosis had evolved to a natural fear of knives.
 

They started on his pants.
 

“What the fuck are you doing?” he asked.
 

He didn’t even get a grunt for an answer. A moment later, his pants were removed and he stood in his underwear, the manacles already chaffing his skin.
 

Outside, the summer air was super-heated. Inside, air conditioners cooled the room, producing goose bumps on his flesh. He shivered and glanced over at Rosina. She looked so good, resting. He remembered watching her rest when they were first together, a lifetime ago. They had had such great times together.
 

He stared at her through water-covered eyes and pledged that he would do whatever he could to get them both out of this mess and make things right. They would deal with the trauma on their own time, tilling their garden, sipping wine in the evenings, eating pasta as the sun dropped over Italy. Their day would come, he was sure of it, even though the odds were completely against them.
 

The worst pain he had ever felt pierced his consciousness as it tore into his skin. He yanked away from it, but the cuffs that held him only gave an inch.
 

He screamed and looked at the Russian to see what he was doing. The idiot had stuck a large fish hook with a barbed tip into Darwin’s right triceps.
 

“What the fuck did you do that for?” he shouted through his clenched teeth. “I’m already tied up.”
 

“Did not you hear the boss?”
 

“No, I did not hear the boss.”
 

“He said no handcuffs.”
 

“Then take these off, asshole. Untie me.”
 

“We will. In time.”
 

The man brought another fishhook up from a metal container on the floor and eased it into the other triceps.
 

Darwin pulled against the chains that held him, but there was no use. He couldn’t get his arm away from the hook.
 

He panted, his breathing shallow as his face flushed and sweat beaded up all over his body.
 

“Okay, okay, that’s enough. You don’t need to do any more. You’ve made your point.”
 

Blood trickled from each wound. The man used a long piece of wood, like a chopstick, to dab at the blood, applying a clear liquid on the wounded flesh. A moment later, the blood clotted and stopped flowing.
 

“Super Glue,” the Russian said, holding it up.
 

“Are you done having fun yet?”
 

The man shook his head.
 

“Why do this? You’ve already got me secured.”
 

“The boss, he say all the hooks.” He turned to look in the box, then back at Darwin, smiling. “I have too many to count. But it okay, soon you sleep. Once you all hooked up, I take handcuffs and ankle cuffs off. Trust me, you won’t move or try to escape. If you do, your skin come off.”
 

“I will kill you. Trust me, you will be the first to be cut in half.”
 

He wagged his finger in Darwin’s face. “You die first.”
 

Unnerved by how the man kept smiling, Darwin watched him gather another hook. They were for a large ocean fish of some kind. The size of a rounded coat hanger found on the back of a door or in an elementary school, except these had a pointy tip with a barbed end aimed the other way. Trying to dislodge them would rip and tear and do more damage than when they entered the flesh.
 

Darwin shouted until his voice was hoarse as the man forced the hooks into his flesh, slowly easing through the skin, smiling with each one, as if this was his dessert after a hard day at the office. Then he would seal the wound with Super Glue.
 

The sentry at the door had lowered his weapon and watched with amusement. Rosina slept on the mattress, oblivious to what was happening to her husband five feet away.
 

The pain of the small hooks entering his skin became unbearable as the Russian did one after another in his shoulder blades and lower back. His stomach gave out. The protein bars came up as he vomited on the floor, splashing his feet. The second bout flowed from his mouth as he almost passed out, leaving trails of bile down his chest and underwear.
 

The Russian didn’t seem to notice the vomit. He stepped in it and continued his insane violation of Darwin’s flesh. The sentry brought a wooden stool over and set it under Darwin’s knees to help support his weight when he collapsed.
 

As a hook entered his cheek, the sharp tip probed the inside of his teeth.
 

That was the end for Darwin.
 

He passed out and dropped twelve inches, as far as the chains would allow, his knees stopping on the wooden stool.
 
  

Chapter 20




Water splashed across his face. He snapped his eyes open and gasped. He thrashed for a second until the pain returned and he locked his body up, holding still. Instead of screaming, he moaned. With a hook piercing each cheek, it would painful to scream with an open mouth.
 

They hooked him up everywhere. Pain seemed to be what his body had become. Nothing but pain.
 

As he adjusted his weight, Yuri kicked the wooden stool out from under his knees. The chains snapped behind him as they took all his weight. From the way he had been suspended, dangling in the cuffs and chains for so long, his toes had fallen asleep. Now, as blood coursed through them, they ached, pins and needles tingling and making him want to move them. The plastic crinkled under his feet as he moved his toes.
 

He closed his eyes and focused on his body, on the pain. They must have set a hook in his skin every six inches or so. At least that’s what it felt like. There was a certain numbness where the hooks were embedded. The sharp pain of them entering his flesh was gone, but it still hurt when he moved.
 

He opened his eyes and tried to move his head enough to see the damage they caused, but couldn’t.
 

“I was afraid you were going back under.”
 

Two large men flanked Yuri. One of them sported a buzz cut, tattoos on his arms, and a large bird tattoo on his chest. The other had a long and hard nose that appeared to have been broken a few times. Both men looked like something he would see entering a boxing ring—a bare-knuckle ring.
 

“We’re going to take the cuffs off now,” Yuri said. “We need you awake for that.”
 

Darwin moaned. It seemed involuntary now. He couldn’t open his mouth to speak because of the hook in each cheek.
 

Something moved behind him. He wanted to tell them to get out of there. Don’t bump into him.
 

Then a piece of metal clicked and a slight pressure was added to the hooks in his back. There were more clicks.
 

Yuri reached in a pocket and pulled out a small mirror.
 

“Let me show you what we’re doing,” he said.
 

He held the mirror up. The Russian who had impaled him with the hooks applied chains to the end of the hooks in his back. Darwin watched in horror as six chains we’re clipped into place, two at his shoulder blades, two near the middle of his back and two at the small of his back. He had two smaller chains added to his triceps hooks. Yuri lowered the mirror and allowed Darwin to watch as four more chains were connected to the hooks in his hamstrings and his calf muscles. Twelve hooks embedded in his flesh, connected to twelve chains locking him to the wall.
 

“There,” Yuri said. “I think that should do it.”
 

The Russian who had hooked him up walked from behind Darwin and unlocked the handcuffs. When he pulled them off, his weight adjusted again and his pain threshold increased to the red zone. His sanity slipped a notch, and he understood in that moment that he would never be the same. If he walked away from this, he knew he would be a changed man. The scars on his body would pale in comparison to the mental scars.
 

His ankle cuffs were unlocked and pulled away.
 

He stood on his own two feet which were almost awake, held only by the chains clipped to the hooks. If Darwin were to step forward and walk, all twelve hooks would shred his flesh.
 

Yuri turned to one of his guards. “Call Sven and have two double coffins prepared for Darwin and Rosina.”
 

The guard nodded and stepped out of the office.
 

“What’s … a double coffin?” Darwin asked, keeping his mouth closed for the most part. He struggled to hold himself upright on weak limbs, knowing if his knees gave out, he would fall and rip out large chunks of meat.
 

“It is one of my most used means of disposal.”
 

Yuri stepped to the side. Darwin followed his movement slowly, until Rosina came into view. She was still asleep, but had moved since the last time he’d seen her.
 

“A man out of Buffalo is credited with designing the double coffin,” Yuri said. “When he has a client at the funeral home, they are buried in what appears to be a normal looking coffin. Underneath is a cavern where I can bury my enemies without suspicion. There’s actually a legit funeral and everything.” Yuri pulled a cigar out of his jacket pocket. His remaining bodyguard leaned in with a lighter. After he had it lit, he held it aloft, blew smoke out of his mouth and looked down at Rosina’s sleeping form. “You two will be buried in the bottom of two different double coffins, and Mrs. Smith or John Doe, or whoever’s funeral it is, will be none the wiser. Brilliant, eh?”
 

He puffed hard on the cigar.
 

“No one will ever find the body,” he added. “What would make the authorities exhume a coffin of a man or woman who has no affiliation with us?”
 

The pain became a constant, like a strong toothache that just wouldn’t go away. It came in waves and only increased when he moved, which was frequently to adjust his weight from leg to leg.
 

“There’s a Russian saying that says, ‘The house is burning and the clock is ticking.’ Do you know what this means?”
 

Darwin didn’t reply.
 

“It means you have to keep making money every minute. As we speak, I have people making money for me. The clock is always ticking and the house is always burning. It’s hustle, hustle, hustle.”
 

He puffed on his cigar until the tip glowed.
 

“I got my start robbing jewelers.” He moved to Rosina and sat on her mattress. “We would dress up as ultra-orthodox Jews. The fake beards, side curls, black hats and coats, you know, the whole thing. We’d get the retailer to pull out expensive jewels while we chatted away in Yiddish. One of us would distract the jeweler while the other would switch the jewels with fakes. After an excuse to leave, we’d walk out with thousands in jewels and no way for them to identify us. It was brilliant.”
 

Darwin shifted to the other foot. A wave of nausea passed over him. His stomach twisted and tightened. Dizziness followed.
 

I don’t know how much longer I can do this.
 

“I remember the day we got caught,” Yuri continued. “It was stupid of us, really.” He had a faraway look on his face as he thought back. “We had taken the train to another part of New York to hit a pack of jewelers we’d never seen before. On the way back at the train station, as we were getting ready to board, a police officer stopped us.” His clouded eyes focused and he turned to Darwin. “Do you know why?”
 

“Because you’re an asshole,” Darwin mumbled through the hooks.
 

Yuri smiled. “I like you, I really do.” He puffed on the cigar. “I’m going to miss you. I have never met anyone as formidable as you, Darwin.” He blew the smoke out. Rosina continued to sleep her drug-induced slumber beside him. “They caught us because it was Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar. Observant Jews are strictly forbidden to travel. The security guard was Jewish and asked if we were, now get this, Observant Jews. Can you believe it?”
 

“No.”
 

“There was a gun fight. I spent time in jail. I stopped robbing jewelers when I got out. Started thinking bigger. And here I am.”
 

“Impressive.”
 

Yuri eyed him sideways. “You’re being sarcastic again.”
 

“What are you doing?” Darwin asked. “Why tell me all this shit?”
 

“I’m stalling. Waiting for the meeting to start. I always want the man I’m going to kill to know who killed him. Since I’m not gay, this is as intimate as we’re going to get.”
 

“But you’ve got it wrong.”
 

“How so?”
 

“I’m going to kill you.”
 

Yuri laughed. He got up and stepped in front of Darwin. “Damn, I wish I had an ounce of your tenacity in my men. Even in this state of constant agony, hooked up to the wall like a side of beef, you threaten me. Wow. If I didn’t get so much pleasure out of killing you, I would hire you to work for me.”
 

“I would never work for you.”
 

“I know. That is why you have to die. This world cannot have the both of us.”
 

“I agree.”
 

Darwin’s leg slipped as it weakened. He hopped onto the other and almost fainted. The room spun then came back. The pain soared from the hooks in his legs. The crazy Russian who had hooked him up moved behind him with the wooden stick to apply Super Glue where the bleeding had started again on his legs. Darwin felt it trickling down his ankle.
 

“That was close,” Yuri said. “You almost came undone. Not long now. The meeting will start in fifteen minutes. Then a bullet will enter your skull at close range near the hairline behind the right ear. Your wife goes first, though, since you’re tied up at the moment.” He chuckled. The Russian behind Darwin got to his feet and laughed too.
 

Yuri walked to the door, then turned to talk to the Russian torturer. “When I call, wake her with smelling salts and walk her out here,” he pointed. “Then walk Darwin out. The execution will go as planned.”
 

“Yuri?” Darwin said.
 

The large Russian had stepped out the door. He stopped but didn’t turn around.
 

“What?”
 

“How long was I out?”
 

“All night. We drugged you. It is almost noon, nearly twenty-four hours since you snuck onto the golf course. Why?”
 

“You’re having a meeting with the Chinese and the Italians?”
 

Yuri turned and faced Darwin. He pulled the cigar out of his mouth. “That’s right. I almost forgot, thanks for the documents you had in your pants. The ones the FBI gave you. It’s good to know what they have on us.”
 

“They’re on their way.”
 

“No, they’re not.”
 

“They told me they knew about this meeting.”
 

“Sure they do. It’s true. They just don’t know where it’s being held. They think we are meeting fifty miles from here at a restaurant in Chinatown. I even have a couple of Russians and Italians meeting for lunch there so the FBI can listen to them discuss whores. No,” he wagged his finger, “they will not be here. They will not come in and save you. It is truly over, Darwin. No heroics this time.”
 

“The police car I drove here in. They will track it.”
 

“Already covered. After you got here yesterday, the police car was taken away. Investigators were raising it from the bottom of Lake Simcoe near Barrie, last I heard, looking for the body of the man who stole it, The Scythe. They think he hightailed it out of Toronto and lost control near the lake.”
 

“The Scythe?”
 

“Yeah, you told the adult store clerk and the strip club guys that you were The Scythe. That’s what the authorities are working with. No one knows where Darwin ended up.” He tapped ashes off the end of his cigar, then puffed on it. “And no one ever will.” He looked at his watch. “You and your lovely wife have about ten minutes to live. Enjoy them.”
 

How could anyone save them now? He had recklessly raced through Toronto, blinded by rage and ended up walking into a trap that snared them both.
 

By using Scythe’s name, he had hoped to get out of this mess with Rosina and not be jailed. It was reckless, stupid and crazy. Once they picked the real man up, he may even have an alibi. All Darwin ended up doing in the end was deflecting the police from finding him and Rosina. And now they were going to die.
 

“I’m sorry, baby. I tried.”
 

Tears streaked down his face.
 

“We never really had a chance, did we?”
 

Rosina stirred in her stupor. The Russian walked over to her and checked her pulse.
 

“She’s waking,” he said. He looked at his watch. “Good timing.” He smiled wide, the kind of smile a kid wears when he’s about to go have ice cream and waffle cakes.
 

Darwin wondered if he would see that smile in hell when he arrived.
 

There were a thousand things he wanted to say to Rosina, but she would never hear them. They would just disappear. No one would ever see them again. They would be buried in that double coffin thing and would remain on a missing person’s list eternally.
 

“Oh, baby …”
 

If there was anything he could do, he would. Even if it meant he could die to save her. The despair held weight, an uncanny pressure on his psyche that made him feel he couldn’t stand anymore. He tugged on the hooks until the chains pulled taut from the wall and the pain increased. His skin lifted tent-like from his back and legs.
 

Short of ripping himself off the hooks, there was nothing he could do. Even if he did that, everyone in the next room was armed. What chance did they have?
 

He slumped back allowing the chains to slacken. At least his torment would be over soon. His failure as a man to save his wife, to protect her, colored his heart a dark gray.
 

If only things were different.
 

Yuri called from the other room.
 

It was time to die.
 

The Russian pulled a key out of his pocket and unlocked Rosina’s restraints. Then he tossed them aside and put the key away. His hand came back up with something else, which he waved back and forth in front of Rosina’s nose. She gasped and jolted awake, coughing.
 

Her eyes wide, she took in the room, settling on Darwin.
 

He tried to smile, but all he could do was wince as the last time she would see him was in such a defeated, despicable way.
 

He looked away. The sadness in her eyes was too much to bear.
 

“Darwin?”
 

Their eyes met as the Russian hauled Rosina to her feet.
 

“Darwin?” Her voice grew stronger, louder. “Darwin!”
 

The Russian manhandled her to the door and shoved it open.
 

Extreme rage hit Darwin like a tsunami of molten lava. It covered him in its wake, pulsing every muscle into action, the pain welcoming and stirring him on instead of debilitating.
 

“Rosina,” he shouted, his voice a growl, the hooks in his cheeks sliding along his teeth, cutting his gums. Then he roared her name, vibrating the chains that held him.
 

He ripped his right arm up in a vain attempt to grab the Russian, but the man had stepped out the door.
 

He had pulled too hard. The hook in Darwin’s triceps tore through his flesh. The chain slapped harmlessly into the wall behind him, useless now. Blood seeped down his elbow, but his arm was free. The pain added to his will to survive and to get to his wife.
 

Through the open door, Yuri held a small silver gun in his hand. He watched the Russian walk Rosina across the floor toward him. Three men watched: one Chinese, one Italian, and Yuri’s bodyguard. Other men lingered by the double doors on the far side.
 

“Rosina,” he yelled. “Rosina!”
 

He pulled against the chains. He couldn’t move again for fear of passing out, but he had to do something. They were about to shoot his wife.
 

The Russian handed Rosina to Yuri and started back to the office.
 

Rosina screamed as Yuri kicked her legs out from under her and dropped to her knees.
 

“Kneel bitch,” Yuri yelled at her.
 

“I will kill you again and again, Yuri,” Darwin shouted.
 

Yuri looked over his shoulder at Darwin. He grinned like a mischievous feline and brought the gun to the back of Rosina’s bowed head. The Russian torturer got to the door and slammed it shut, blocking Darwin’s view.
 

He shouted an inhuman growl and pulled against the hooks.
 

“Wait,” he bellowed, his voice hoarse.
 

Then he gave up on the pain and the resistance. There was nothing left to live for without Rosina. They were in a nightmare not of their making, but he could change things. He could make it worse. One thing he could not do was hear the gun that blew his wife’s head open.
 

He clenched his teeth, allowed the rage to fuel him, grunted deep in his throat and stepped one leg forward, hard and firm.
 

The hooks ripped out and dropped to the plastic, the chain part rattling against the wall. He stepped his other leg forward, knowing the damage he was causing, but he needed to get to Rosina. Without her, the damage to his flesh was nothing.
 

The Russian hadn’t turned around yet. He must have assumed Darwin was only jerking around, rattling the chains. He stood in the corner by the table that held the torture implements, his back to Darwin. As Darwin struggled, the man’s head twitched and he looked over his shoulder. When he saw what Darwin had done, his eyes widened.
 

Patches of flesh and meat still clung to each hook.
 

The pain of what was happening to Rosina was a thousand times worse than the pain from the hooks.
 

Darwin pushed with all the willpower of a possessed man and ripped the rest of the hooks out of his back, tearing flesh and meat with them, blood shooting from each wound.
 

Wearing only his underwear, Darwin moved toward the torture table and the man who impaled him with the hooks.
 

The Russian grabbed a hammer off the table. He brought it up fast, but Darwin was filled with such a rage that his focus was clear, his strength that of ten men. In his mind, the Russian was already dead.
 

Darwin shoved the handle of the hammer back, twisted it in the Russian’s hand and pushed the claw end toward the Russian’s face. A struggle of raw strength ensued, until the hammer entered the man’s mouth. Darwin yanked down hard. With a crack and a snapping sound, the lower section of the man’s face dislocated.
 

He screamed as Darwin ripped the hammer out of his hands and flipped it around. Then he brought it down again.
 

The scream stopped as the claw end gouged into the Russian’s right eye and sunk a couple of inches deep inside the orbital bone.
 

The Russian’s mouth sagged open at an odd angle as he slipped to the floor in a pool of his own blood mixed with some of Darwin’s.
 

He tore the hammer out of the Russian’s face with a sickening twist and wet, mushy sound.
 

At the door, he sucked in a couple of breaths and said, “I’m coming for you, baby.”
 

He gripped the knob.
 

A gun fired in the other room.
 

Darwin screamed and ripped the office door open.
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More weapons fired. He kept his head low and his eyes on Rosina. Men fell around him and bullets fired in a chaotic mess. He couldn’t tell who was shooting at whom.
 

Still by the door in the office, he waited because a couple of Yuri’s men were still alive, shooting at an unknown enemy. Moving out of the office at that second would make him a target.
 

Yuri and his men moved toward the doors that led out of the convention center with Rosina clutched in their arms, under fire from someone out of Darwin’s range of sight.
 

“No,” Darwin shouted as he moved into the cavernous room.
 

Both bodyguards turned to him as their back hit the exit doors. They leveled their weapons at him.
 

Pockets of blood popped out of the cheek of one man and the forehead of the other within a second between them. Neither one got a shot off at Darwin.
 

He ran after them, slipping in his own blood, and as he made it across the convention center’s floor, it was a struggle to stay on his feet. Yuri opened the door with his back and yanked Rosina through after him. The door closed before Darwin got halfway across the room.
 

He shouted after them, a raw animal sound. Five feet from the door, it opened and men in fatigues, helmets and goggles barged in, almost colliding with Darwin. He tried to slow down, but his feet slipped. He fell on his butt and slid with a squeak.
 

Before he could get back up, arms restrained him.
 

“It’s okay,” someone shouted into his ear. “It’s over. We got them.”
 

Darwin stayed on the floor, nearly hyperventilating. His vision blurred for a moment as he tried to get his breathing under control. As everything came back into focus, he took in the room. Men dressed in emergency task force gear circled the area. Doors opened and closed. Men came and went, toting assault rifles.
 

“Where—” Darwin swallowed, “—is my wife?”
 

“One sec,” a man said, his hand raised. He listened for a moment, nodded to himself and then spoke into a microphone on his collar. “The area is secure?” He waited. “Copy that. Bring the injured to the ambulances. I got Darwin Kostas.”
 

The man faced Darwin. “You okay?”
 

“Where did all of you come from?”
 

The man tore off his mask.
 

Agent Williams. Relief washed over Darwin.
 

“I told you we knew about this meeting and that we would swoop in before they killed Rosina.”
 

“Is Rosina okay?”
 

Williams nodded. “My men told me all combatants are dealt with and hostages released. Yuri didn’t have a chance.”
 

“But how?” Darwin asked. He sat up and tried to stand. “How did you know about the meeting?”
 

“Stay down. You’re bleeding everywhere. Paramedics are outside. They’re coming in now.” Williams stared at the hooks still embedded in Darwin’s cheeks. They were the only two that didn’t have chains attached to them. “That’s got to hurt.”
 

“Not half as bad as the ones I tore out of my backside. Yuri said he had tricked the FBI.” Darwin had to know. “There was no way you could know where the meeting was or when, he said.”
 

“He didn’t trick anybody.” Williams spoke into a microphone and then looked back at Darwin. “We had a man on the inside.” He turned and pointed up at the rafters. “One of Yuri’s snipers was ours. He was instructed to start shooting if they were going to kill any innocents.”
 

“You had someone on the inside?” Darwin asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 

Kirk’s face grew stern. “Yeah, right. And jeopardize a three-year operation to reassure you? Put a man’s life in danger so you didn’t have to worry so much? Darwin, we’re the professionals here. We got this. I told you I would handle it. This cowboy stuff you pulled is going to get somebody killed. Look at you. You’re all fucked up.”
 

Williams turned around as the door banged open and paramedics rushed in with a gurney.
 

“Over here,” he said to them. “Get this guy patched up and stop the bleeding. Looks like he’s lost a lot,” Williams added as if the medics couldn’t see that for themselves.
 

They dropped the stretcher to floor level and on the count of three hoisted Darwin onto it.
 

He tried to smile and looked over at Williams who frowned at him.
 

“You know, you look pretty fucked up right now. How are you happy with all those holes in your flesh?”
 

“Because it’s over. It’s truly over.”
 

Williams touched the arm of a medic as they were about to wheel Darwin away. He leaned down close.
 

“Guess what else.”
 

Darwin nudged his head up. “What?”
 

“You were right about The Scythe. He cut a swath through Toronto yesterday, stole a police car to get to this meeting and left it parked by a farm out on hole number twelve. Left Russians cut up at Yuri’s Queen Street restaurant and attacked one of his businesses in North York. Two hours ago, detectives found his body in Lake Simcoe. His throat was cut and his teeth were stomped out. Both hands and feet were missing.”
 

“Nasty,” was all Darwin could say. He was overjoyed that The Scythe was dead.
 

The medics tried to pull him away but Williams held them again.
 

“I found something odd, though.” Williams stepped around and stared into Darwin’s eyes. “A couple of the descriptions from witnesses didn’t fit with The Scythe’s body shape and mass. Everyone at the strip club where he killed Arkady—”
 

“Arkady’s dead?” Darwin interrupted. He knew where Williams was going and didn’t want to go there.
 

“There was a female adult store clerk that described someone closer to you than The Scythe. I called Carson Dodge in Florida and asked if you could be running around Toronto using The Scythe’s name and cutting people up with a blade. You know what he said?”
 

Darwin shook his head, not trusting what his mouth would say. The last thing he wanted was a long court process and possibly jail after getting free of the Russians.
 

“He said he could see you killing people, you’re that determined to end this, but never with scythes or blades of any sort. ‘There is no court this side of heaven that would convict Darwin Kostas for killing anyone with a blade,’ is what he said. Can you believe that? He’s not even here and he’s vouching for you.”
 

“Agent Williams, you have your case. You have people saying it was The Scythe. I have a phobia of sharp or pointy things—”
 

“Didn’t the doctor tell you something about your induced coma and the swelling on your brain the day we met? Aren’t your phobias cured?”
 

“You have all you need. What more do you want?” Darwin looked up at the medics who were listening intently. “I’m bleeding to death. Can you guys do something about that?”
 

They pushed him away, leaving Williams to stand alone in the convention center, a smile on his face.
 

“Hey, Darwin.”
 

“Yeah,” he called as they pushed him through the double doors.
 

“I don’t believe in vigilantism.”
 

“Me neither.”
 

“But I’ll give you a free pass.” The doors closed, but through them, Williams yelled two more words. “This time.”
 
  

Chapter 22




Darwin sat in the back of the ambulance while they patched the open cuts and exposed flesh. They explained that a doctor at the hospital would take the hooks out of his face. He was supposed to already be on his way but refused to go until he saw his wife. He told the paramedics that he would not leave without seeing her.
 

An FBI agent said he would find Agent Williams and ask where Rosina was taken. It had been less than five minutes since he had been wheeled out of the convention center and no one had told him where Rosina was yet.
 

“What the fuck is going on?” Darwin asked out loud.
 

The paramedics worked behind him, dabbing here and there, pasting bandages in places. He winced, gasped at times, and waited.
 

Williams came out of the building, met Darwin’s gaze, and shrugged.
 

“What does that mean?” Darwin shouted.
 

Both medics stopped what they were doing.
 

Williams raised a finger for him to wait and started walking toward Darwin. He talked into his lapel but was too far away for Darwin to hear anything.
 

Darwin hopped off the back of the ambulance and dropped to one knee as pain shot up from his legs. Not as pumped up on rage, his adrenaline had withered and now he felt the damage.
 

It took effort, but he stood and faced Williams as he approached.
 

“They can’t find her. I’m sorry.”
 

“What?”
 

“I don’t know what happened. They said everything was secure. All hostages were safe. Combatants dead or secure. I was with you and now no one knows where Rosina is.”
 

Darwin scanned the golf course in the immediate area. “You have got to be kidding.”
 

“I’m sorry, Darwin. She’ll turn up. There’s no way anything could’ve happened to her. We have fifty men here.”
 

Darwin turned back to Williams. “Ask Yuri. He’ll know where she is. He was the last one with her. Get the agent that has Yuri to ask him.”
 

Williams shook his head and grimaced. “He’s missing too.”
 

The horror had restarted. Just like that, Darwin felt Rosina slipping away from him again. The incompetence of the authorities was going to cost him his wife.
 

Darwin spun on his bare feet in the grass, walked to the front of the ambulance and hopped in the driver’s seat. The keys were in the ignition. He turned it on and dropped it into drive as Williams got to the window.
 

“Hey, Darwin, what are you doing? Get out of there.”
 

He hit the gas. Both paramedics in the back jumped out as the vehicle lurched forward.
 

He ground the tires into the perfectly tailored grass of the golf course, drove over the first tee box to get around all the other emergency vehicles and squealed the tires as he fled the High Hills Golf Course.
 

A siren screamed behind him, but he didn’t care. It would only add to the entourage as far as the public were concerned.
 

He hit the two-lane highway and turned east toward Highway 400. If Rosina and Yuri were gone, that meant Yuri took her as insurance. How much of a head start did they have? What kind of vehicle would they be in? Once he hit Highway 400, which ran north to Barrie or south to Toronto, which way would Yuri have gone?
 

Some of his bandages bent up at the edges and a couple of them tore off. Blood ran down his back like sweat, but that didn’t matter. He could spend the rest of his life healing. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life without Rosina.
 

Highway 400 was coming up fast. In the mirror, he saw five police cruisers on his tail, taking up both lanes of the two-lane highway when no one was coming from the other way.
 

North? South? North? South?
 

He picked north. Yuri would head toward home. He wouldn’t go to Toronto where everyone was looking for him. He would go to the quieter city of Barrie where he owned a house somewhere on Highway 93 by a golf course. The same course where Darwin was found covered in peaches.
 

He slowed at the ramp. For a brief moment, the ambulance tipped up on two wheels, and Darwin wondered if it would roll. The ramp ended, Darwin straightened the wheel, and the vehicle dropped onto all fours. He jammed the pedal down and checked the mirror.
 

All five cruisers were right behind him. He stared forward and watched the vehicles ahead for any sign of evasive action. With this much noise and lights, if Yuri was up there, he would accelerate away or get off the highway fast.
 

Darwin had no illusions about the head start Yuri had. How he got past all of Kirk’s men baffled him, though. He would’ve had to slink away quietly, otherwise someone would’ve seen him.
 

But how did he do that with Rosina? How did he keep her quiet?
 

“Shit!”
 

He pounded the dash and drove on.
 

Maybe they’re hiding in the basement or somewhere at the course and this is all a waste of time.
 

The sign for Canal Road got closer. He was on an open stretch of the 400, surrounded by farmland.
 

An erratic car up ahead caught his eye and his hope rose that Rosina was in that car. The black Mercedes tore across three lanes and made a small zigzag as it snaked its way down the exit to Canal Road.
 

That has to be him.
 

Darwin pushed the ambulance into the slow lane to get ready to exit, but had to go around a slow truck that had pulled onto the shoulder to make room for the emergency vehicles racing up behind him.
 

After passing the rig, he hung a hard right and exited the highway with a quick hop onto the flat ramp that ran parallel with the 400.
 

In the flat area, it was easy to see the Mercedes just over five hundred yards ahead.
 

Darwin turned east on Canal Road and chased the Mercedes, silently wishing Rosina was in that car and that she was still okay.
 

The pain in his hamstrings had become almost unbearable from sitting and jostling with the violence of the wild ride. He wiped sweat out of his eyes and checked the mirror. The cop cars were still there, like faithful dogs following their master.
 

He hadn’t thought to flick on the ambulance’s sirens with all the noise from the cruisers behind him.
 

After a full minute of chasing the Mercedes, he wasn’t getting any closer. The vehicle ahead was moving away from him.
 

He checked his speed and pushed the accelerator down harder, even though it was already on the floor.
 

His vision wavered and he felt on the edge of passing out. He was in no condition to be driving. The face looking back at him in the mirror was pale white, the eyes bloodshot.
 

He slapped his face twice to bring himself around, but the drowsiness persisted.
 

A howl escaped his lips at the injustice. He was frustrated that the Russian was getting away with Rosina as a hostage while five police officers and an ambulance chased them.
 

Up ahead, the Mercedes swerved then righted itself.
 

“What’s going on?” Darwin asked out loud.
 

It swerved again.
 

Then he watched in horror as the Mercedes left the road and went airborne. It headed for the canal that lined the left side of Canal Road. The grill hit first, shooting a white spray high in the air. The back settled and the vehicle began to sink.
 

Darwin kept the ambulance barreling down the road. If Rosina needed medical treatment, he had brought the perfect vehicle.
 

When he squealed to a stop, only part of the trunk and the bumper were still visible. He jumped out and ran to the edge of the water on legs that almost couldn’t carry him. He stumbled at the edge and fell, skinning his knee and nearly passing out again. The sharpness of the pain all over his body woke him enough for a moment of clarity.
 

The muffled sound of a gun ripped through the air around him. What looked like an invisible spear shot out of the water from the passenger side of the Mercedes. Then another shot rang out, cutting a white line through the water.
 

Someone’s firing a gun from inside the car.
 

The police cruisers screamed to a stop behind him. Before he passed out, his head spinning from the pain and his stomach clenching like he was going to be sick, Darwin stepped close to the water and jumped in.
 

The cold of the canal shocked him awake. He opened his eyes, but it was murky. The water played with the hooks in his cheeks, moving them to and fro. It seeped past the holes, slowly filling his mouth. He expelled it, but held his breath.
 

The Mercedes had slipped below the surface, but Darwin knew roughly where it was. He pushed hard, the pain in his arms and legs tempered by the cold water. It was a hot pain like a curling iron pressed against his skin while an air conditioner blew ice-cold air on the wound.
 

The Mercedes popped into view when he was a foot away from it. He followed the trunk to the passenger side, but then had to leave the slowly descending car for air as his lungs screamed at him to surface.
 

After a couple of large mouthfuls of air, he dropped back under. The officers on the side of the road had shouted something at him, but he couldn’t discern what they said.
 

At the trunk, he worked his way up the length of the vehicle and tried to open the door.
 

It was locked.
 

The glass in the front passenger window was broken.
 

Must’ve been the bullet.
 

He reached inside the broken window, aware if the shooter from a moment ago was still alive or conscious, he could get a bullet for his trouble.
 

The water was so dark at this level that he couldn’t see more than ten inches in front of him. Already underwater for over half a minute and losing time fast, he reached inside the car, felt for the lock release, popped it and opened the door slowly. The water of the canal had already filled the interior of the car, so the door opened, but with great effort.
 

Someone was in the front seat. He unclipped the seatbelt and used his hands to feel the person’s face.
 

Rosina sat limp.
 

In a panic, his own lungs willing to kill him for the urge of a single breath, he yanked Rosina out of her seat and pushed off the rim of the open door headed for the surface.
 

It felt too long. Suspended as they were, floating upwards, the light of the sky so far away as it rolled lazily along where the water stopped and air began.
 

He thrust with his legs. He twisted his body, arched it any way he could, but they just weren’t rising fast enough.
 

Rosina was heavy, her clothes water-laden, where he was almost naked in his underwear.
 

The surface was an impossible distance.
 

Inside he cried for his wife, limp in his arms. He wailed that they had gotten so close to freedom and in the end it was water in a canal that would kill them and not a bullet or a knife in the hand of a Mafia executioner.
 

Bubbles raced past his face and tickled their way up his forehead as Darwin opened his mouth to scream. Then his lungs took over and he sucked water in. He would not let go of Rosina. Even to swim to the surface on his own.
 

He held her closer as they began to sink again, his ability to breathe gone.
 

Her lovely face to his, he took it in both hands, and said he was sorry as his chest filled and his vision clouded.
 

Then he kissed her lips and shut his eyes.
 

Goodbye, baby … I’ll always love you—
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Agent Williams sat in the office the RCMP gave him during his time in Toronto aiding in their cases against the Russian Mafia.
 

It had been four days since the raid at High Hills Golf Course. He was tired and ready to go back to the States, back to his life.
 

But there was one more call he had to make. A call he dreaded.
 

His desk was cleared off. The sun had dropped and he had a trip to the airport to make, but first, the call.
 

He dialed and after a minute of transfers, Carson Dodge answered.
 

“Agent Dodge here. Williams?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“You doing okay?” Carson asked.
 

“I guess.”
 

“It wasn’t your fault. I hear you guys did a stellar job.”
 

“Not good enough, though, eh?”
 

“Canadian rubbing off on you?”
 

Williams appreciated Carson’s attempt at keeping things light. He got up from his desk and faced the window.
 

“I guess you heard everything by now?”
 

“I’m unclear on a couple of things, but I think I got most of it.”
 

“What are you unclear on?”
 

“How, after everything was secured, did Yuri get away with Rosina without someone seeing them?”
 

“We’re still trying to figure that one out. I’m convinced one of the men on our team helped Yuri, but I have nothing to go on, definitely nothing I could prove.”
 

“But you were there. I heard Darwin stole an ambulance and chased Yuri.”
 

“There was an exit door by the entrance to the convention center. As far as we can tell, Yuri snuck Rosina in there, hid the two of them in a portable cabinet, almost the size of a bedroom closet. Then, when the coast was clear, we’re guessing he walked her out the back door where his car was parked in case he had to leave fast, and drove off. That was how Darwin, and the cops who followed Darwin, were able to catch him so fast on the highway. Yuri only had a minute head start.”
 

“Tell me exactly what happened to Darwin and his wife.”
 

“Well, you know about the stolen ambulance. When Yuri saw the convoy of cops on his tail, he pulled off the highway. All that we can gather, and we’re guessing here, was Rosina waited until the right moment and fought Yuri for control of the steering wheel. He lost control and veered into the canal. Darwin stopped the ambulance, ran to the edge and dove in after her.”
 

“That’s it?”
 

“No.”
 

“Let me hear the rest.”
 

“Are you sure? Weren’t you close to Darwin and his wife?”
 

“We only met here in Florida, but he saved my life. It was my fault Rosina was snatched. I owe him. The least I can do is hear what happened.”
 

Williams cleared his throat. “This comes from the report of the officers who followed Darwin in the ambulance. He dove in the canal and only surfaced once for air. After that, he didn’t come back up.”
 

“And no one tried to help.”
 

“Of course they did. The second they stopped, two of them tore off their gun belts, kicked off their shoes and even yelled at Darwin when he surfaced that they were coming in. Once underwater, our guys couldn’t see anything. It took them over five minutes to locate the car. Yuri still sat behind the wheel, but Darwin and Rosina were missing.”
 

“And they found them,” Carson cut in, “at the bottom of the canal beside the car.”
 

Williams bowed his head. “Yes. Darwin had somehow opened the door enough that he could pull Rosina out and started to bring her to the surface, but we figure he ran out of energy and they sank to the bottom. He was pretty banged up. They fucking tied him to a wall with meat hooks. He ripped himself off the wall to get to his wife.” He smacked the window for effect. “Sorry, it’s hard to deal with. I’m happy Yuri is dead. Darwin and his wife ended up a few feet from the car. That was why it took an extra fifteen minutes to find them. By then it was too late.”
 

“I heard the Russians really worked Darwin over.”
 

“They did. Poor guy. You should’ve seen him. Whole patches of flesh were torn out of his back and the backs of his legs.” He paused and rubbed his forehead. “At least the nightmare is all over for them.”
 

“Yeah, there’s that,” Carson said. “To come so close though …”
 

“What still rattles me was the diver said Darwin and Rosina were found locked in each other’s arms. It looked like they were kissing as they died. That’ll haunt me for the rest of my life. This fucker really loved that woman and would take down as many Mafia men as he needed to get to her. Too bad that kind of badass doesn’t work for us.”
 

“We could never have someone like that. Too much bad press.”
 

“Yeah, but we could send him in underground, off the radar.”
 

“Wouldn’t work. His love for Rosina fueled his rage. Without that, he would be useless.”
 

“True.”
 

Williams knew the small talk was a diversion from the grief they both needed to work through. At least that’s what Carson needed to feel.
 

“Look, Carson, I’m done here. I’m leaving for the airport but I thought I’d call you myself, fill you in.”
 

“I appreciate that.”
 

“I’m truly saddened by this.”
 

“Me too, man. Darwin Kostas will go down in my books as one hell of a man. The kind I would be honored to call a brother. Much respect.”
 

“Much respect.”
 

Williams clicked off and turned around. He set the phone down and met the gaze of his visitors.
 

“There,” Williams said. “It’s done.”
 

“Thank you.”
 

“He was the last one that needed to be told and it was more believable coming from me.”
 

“We agree. That’s why we suggested it.”
 

“You two ready?” Williams asked. “Feeling up to it?”
 

Darwin touched his wife’s cheek. “Baby, you ready for one more plane ride?”
 

“I’ll go anywhere with you, Darwin.”
 

The Kostas stood at the same time.
 

“Take us to the airport, Williams. I want the fuck out of this country.”
 

Ten minutes later, after exiting the back of the RCMP building with jackets over their heads and armed security flanking their every move, Darwin and Rosina sat in the back seat of a three-vehicle convoy en route for a military plane leaving the Toronto airport for Rome under heavy security.
 

The two most-wanted people in the world had multiple contracts on their heads from the Italian Mafia and the Russians as far away as Moscow. A Russian boss in jail was even credited with offering a hundred thousand for Darwin or Rosina.
 

The world thought they were dead. Only seven people outside of the Kostas knew the truth. Agent Williams, his boss who authorized their travel plans and covered the expenses, and the five officers who followed Darwin in the ambulance.
 

They had located Darwin in the murky water of the canal from the bubbles of his final scream as he started to sink back down with Rosina in his arms. Both of them were yanked from the water and revived within half a minute of Darwin taking the water into his lungs. Rosina took a little longer to recover and only got out of the hospital last night under security that had been military tight.
 

Darwin and Rosina hadn’t talked much yet, but they held hands and hugged continuously. Their lives would never be the same, but both of them were willing to start anew.
 

A house awaited them in the green hills of Umbria in a small city called Spoleto. Enough cash was deposited into an American account under their new names. It was accessible from Italy electronically for the two of them to live comfortably for more than twenty years. They were told that the house had a large garden, a car, and a wonderful view of the sunset. A vineyard backed onto the property where the aging owner offered Montepulciano wine from an old Badia at the price of five Euros for five liters.
 

They thought it was perfect.
 

With Yuri’s death came a flood of anger and Russian retaliation. The Italians had been calmer, but the Triads warned of a war after their representative had been detained at the meeting gone awry at the golf course.
 

None of that mattered for Darwin or Rosina anymore.
 

The world thought they were dead and both of them intended to keep it that way.
 

At the airport, Williams was flying back to the States, which explained his being there. With nothing left to arrange and nothing left to say, the three of them followed the lead vehicle in silence.
 

Then Kirk’s phone rang.
 

He picked it up. “Yeah?” After a pause, he said, “Okay.”
 

He touched the phone and then set it down.
 

“You’re on speaker phone. Go ahead.”
 

“It’s Carson Dodge,” Carson’s voice boomed from the car’s speakers.
 

“I know who you are,” Williams said. “I’m on my way to the airport. I’m flying out tonight. You asked to be put on speaker. What’s up?”
 

“I just wanted to have whoever is in the car with you—”
 

“I’m alone,” Williams interrupted.
 

“Don’t cut me off,” Carson shouted. “I just wanted to say safe travels to those in the car. I will keep my ear to the ground and if I hear of anything, well, let’s just say, I owe you my life. If the day comes, it is the least I can do for you, my friend. Take care of her as I know only you can.”
 

Carson hung up.
 

“How the hell?” Williams said out loud.
 

“Carson’s no fool,” Darwin said. “But we can trust him.” He looked out the window at the passing cars. “Having Carson back here watching our back makes me feel better.”
 

“Me too,” Rosina said. “He almost died protecting me at the safe house.”
 

Williams watched them in the rearview mirror.
 

“Then it works for me.”
 
  

Chapter 24




For three months, Darwin and Rosina settled into their new lifestyle, far from the city, in a little village in Italy. Their house was comfortable with plush chairs, a large kitchen with an island, and a loft bedroom that looked out over the garden.
 

Being around each other again after so long on the run, trying to stay alive, had been ecstasy for both of them. It had allowed them to open up about what they had gone through individually.
 

Rosina predicted that the nightmares and waking in a cold sweat would be with them for some time. Darwin countered that as long as they had each other, they would learn to live with it. Maybe not get past all of it, but live with it.
 

It was late September, the sun setting off the mountainous hills of Umbria. The air was still. The olive tree ten feet from Darwin’s chair, motionless. A car’s engine revved in the distance down the hill somewhere. He estimated it to be a mile away as he tried to find it among the cypresses that lined the road leading into town.
 

“Keeping an eye on things?” Rosina asked.
 

“Always, baby, always.”
 

Rosina brought the rest of the dinner out to the pergola, set it on the table and sat beside her husband. She sipped her wine.
 

“Will we ever just be normal people?” Rosina asked.
 

Darwin set his wine glass on the table and turned to her. He took her free hand and stared into her eyes.
 

“Honey, we are normal people. Our neighbor, Angelo, if you were to ask him, wouldn’t he say we are normal?”
 

Rosina nodded. “You know what I mean.”
 

“I love you, Rosina. We have been through a lot, but I’m grateful for every day that I get with you. It’s one more than I thought I would get.”
 

She set her glass down and smiled. “I agree. There are no conditions on us. We will choose to be happy and grateful. We made it out of a murderous situation and we’re better for it.”
 

“Don’t know if I would go that far,” Darwin said, leaning back, a smile playing across his lips.
 

“You know what I mean. You can use a fork and a knife at dinner now. I can get you to cut the turkey at Thanksgiving. We can turn all the lights off when we go to bed, too. I love the new Darwin.”
 

He leaned close and kissed her.
 

“It’s real, isn’t it?” Darwin asked.
 

“What?”
 

“You sitting here with me. Neither one of us is tied up or having to wonder if we’ll live to see tomorrow. We’re in our own home, alone, living the life.”
 

“It’s real, honey. That’s all that matters. But there is one thing that still bothers me.”
 

“What’s that?” Darwin picked up his wine and cradled it in his lap.
 

“We have no security here. This isn’t a safe house. There are no guards roaming the property, just us.” She tapped her leg with her fingers. “Do you feel this is the safest solution?”
 

“Absolutely. People can be bought. Hundreds of thousands of dollars is a huge temptation for any man. All he has to do is drop a piece of paper to someone, get paid and move to Argentina. Then our lives are over. No.” Darwin shook his head. “It’s better that we are the only ones who know where we live.”
 

“Then how did that letter get to us?”
 

Darwin looked at the letter laid out on the table beside the leftover pasta. It had arrived earlier in the afternoon when Rosina was in the garden, her iPhone earplugs in her ears blasting Dean Martin sing about Roma. She hadn’t heard the delivery man and didn’t know about the letter until just before dinner. They planned on opening it after dinner, together, and then decide what to do with what was inside.
 

“It came from Florida. It’s probably from Carson Dodge. Remember on the way to the airport in Toronto? He called Kirk’s line and spoke to us? He knows how to find us.”
 

“That’s my point. If he can find us, so can anyone else.” She gulped the rest of her wine back and set the empty glass on the table. “And maybe Italy isn’t the best idea, either. I mean, this is the home of the Cosa Nostra, the Italian Mafia.”
 

“I know. That’s why it’s perfect. They would never expect us to live here.” He drank the rest of his wine and set his glass beside hers. “You’ve heard me talk about the media playing up The Blade and then The Scythe. Rumor on the street, from what I can find online, is if I’m alive, then everyone wants me dead because they’re afraid of me and what I can do. That’s why the contracts are out there for my head. None of them wants to meet me in person unless they have a small army to back them up. You and I both know how silly that is, but rumors get blown up.”
 

“It’s not rumors, Darwin.” She moved closer to him. “You’re my hero, even with all the scars and the skin grafts you needed.”
 

She always teased him about that. But he took it as good fun now that it was over.
 

“Gee, thanks, hun.”
 

They kissed, the moment of passion welcomed by a soft breeze wafting up the valley.
 

When they pulled apart, Darwin picked the envelope up and ripped open the top.
 

“Time to see what news comes from the States.”
 

Rosina nodded. Darwin pulled the letter out.
 

“Read it to yourself first,” Rosina said. “Then summarize for me. If it’s bad news, I don’t want to hear it word for word.”
 

Her eyes expressed a sadness he hadn’t seen in a few months.
 

“Of course. Give me a sec.”
 

Darwin finished the short letter, folded it up and stood. He walked to the edge of the fieldstone patio and scanned the horizon as the sun’s light dimmed behind the hills.
 

“Well?” Rosina said.
 

He turned back to her.
 

“It’s not good news. But for us, I think it is.”
 

“What? Tell me.”
 

“Remember there were five police officers who followed me in the ambulance that night?”
 

“Yeah.” Rosina moved to the edge of her seat.
 

“They pulled us from the canal. They knew we made it.”
 

“Go on.”
 

“All five were shot down in the street two weeks later. A bullet was placed behind their right ear, execution style.”
 

“What does that mean?”
 

“Someone wanted to know where we are. Since none of those men knew we had gone to Italy, whoever wanted to know executed them.”
 

Rosina’s hands cupped her open mouth. “Oh, those men, their families …”
 

“I know. Tragic.”
 

“Anything else?”
 

“Williams was killed a month ago on a raid that proved to be a hoax. They were set up. The investigators concluded that Williams was the target.”
 

“How could they know that?”
 

“The letter said he was tortured. They found a pen and a pad of paper beside his body. Our names were on it and the names of two cities.”
 

“Two cities?”
 

“They concluded he was making up names to stop the torture because even he didn’t know where that military plane was taking us the night he dropped us off.”
 

“Oh, my …” A tear slipped down her face. “You said this might be good for us. What did you mean by that? It doesn’t sound very good so far.”
 

“The only people that saw us alive and know about us are dead except Carson. No one on earth knows we’re alive. They only suspect it. There have been no more police executions since these.”
 

“And Carson wrote the letter?”
 

Darwin nodded. “He sent it to tell us that everything was finished. Our secret location and our new names are safe. His informants say that the Mafia has moved on. They’re tired of the war with The Blade. They couldn’t find any new information on us after three months and now they’re convinced we’re dead.” He wiped a tear of his own off his cheek. “It is actually over, baby. We can sleep at night.”
 

He walked over, lifted his wife to her feet, and hugged her. They said a prayer for the lives of the good men lost in their name and he guided her inside their home.
 

At the stairs, he picked her up and carried her to the bedroom in the loft.
 

They made love and fell asleep.
 

Neither one dreamed.
 

The nightmare was over.
 
  

Afterword

Continue reading after having read the Trilogy ...




Dear Reader,

Many years ago I read a piece in the newspaper about a UPS driver that accidentally hit and killed a child who had run out into the street. Some time later--I don’t remember how long--that UPS driver was found dead, murdered. The media reported that the child was connected to a crime family in New York. The UPS driver’s killer was never found.

There was an undercurrent of darkness to this story--an ominous feeling that at any moment you could fall victim to an organized crime web by accident as was the case above.

A decade later, while my wife and I were at the Fiumicino Airport in Rome, waiting for our flight to Greece where we would live for the next year, I was hit with a glimpse of inspiration. They were about to call our flight for boarding but I needed to use the facilities. I told her to board anyway and that by the time I ran to the bathroom and got back, I could board and meet her on the plane.

During the walk to the bathroom the first scene of The Kill struck me. Darwin would find a way to get Rosina on the plane as they were heading to Greece so he could get her to safety as the Mafia were after him for hitting a made man with his car.

And the rest is history ...

During the writing of The Kill, I used many of the places in Rome my wife and I visited. The hotel the Kostas’ stayed in with the little balcony was the exact room we had. The train station, Termini, was written as close to detail as possible. Even down to the pay phone Darwin used to call Greg in the States—I used that phone.

In the restaurant on the second floor overlooking the north access to the train station is where my wife and I had cappuccino. I used this as the location for the scene when Darwin holds a pencil to the gangster’s neck and says, “Move a fucking inch, and the next time you move any muscle will be convulsions from the lead poisoning in your neck.” 

After leaving Rome, the locations got easier as I spent most of my youth in Toronto.

For this Trilogy, I researched torture (I’m sure you could tell). My goal was to have an innocent enough kid (Darwin), even though he’s in his early twenties, fall into the hands of an ultra-violent boss of the underworld and find a way to not only survive, but get out alive with all his fingers and toes intact.

To do that, I gave my main character two phobias: aichmophobia, an irrational fear of sharp and pointed objects, and achluophobia, a fear of the dark. When presented with these fears, he would lose his mind, attack when he normally wouldn’t, and generally go insane, causing the Mafia to not only fear his motivations as they start to die one by one, but also need to kill him for their new problem to go away.

By the writing of the second book, The Blade, they had been unsuccessful. Even burying him alive didn’t work. When the Russians get involved, Darwin is surely done. They’re smarter, stronger, more ruthless, and the most dangerous criminal organization on the planet. When I began research on The Kill, I decided to keep this series to the Italian Mafia--the Reds just seemed too dangerous. (Sorry, La Cosa Nostra. You guys are great as villains, but the Russians are insane).

In the end, I decided to use them for The Scythe. What a way to end the Trilogy, I thought. They would become the craziest villain that Darwin would have to face.

Both golf courses I used in the novel are ones I’ve golfed at but shall remain nameless. (Lawsuit avoiding here). There’s no High Hills Golf Course on Highway 50 in Toronto or surrounding area. (I know, I looked it up).

The Russians are into strip clubs and restaurants and it is true that Toronto is too large a territory for one family, but fiction is what I do, so most of what you read was made up.

I used the Barrie Hospital because it opened September 22, 1997. My first born daughter was delivered there on September 29, 1997. I will often give my respect in this unique way to past events and locales. They have a highly visible Helipad right by the highway. Although it’s mentioned in the story, it remained unused by my characters.

Barrie is a nice city (lived there for a few years), but Toronto is my hometown, hence numerous projects of mine are centered there.

This Trilogy couldn’t have been completed without the nurturing care of my lovely wife and fellow author, Brenda Grate . She is my first reader and I hover near her as she reads each and every manuscript of mine. Every gasp, laugh and tear needs to be talked about in great detail. I know I drive her mad with this defect in personality but that is what you sign on for when married to a writer who opens a vein when I write to produce words written in blood.

I would also like to thank my editor, Robb Grindstaff who is also a fellow writer. His new wonderful novel, Hannah’s Voice is out and available on Amazon. Grab this masterpiece. You’ll love it. What a writer ...

In the meantime, I need to say goodbye to Darwin and Rosina. May they enjoy their time in Italy, sipping wine, making love and looking over their shoulder ...




Happy reading,




Jonas Saul
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Chapter 1




Aaron Stevens stared at the ferry and wondered if it had any connection to his sister’s disappearance.
 

She had been missing for two days, and the police had said there was nothing they could do. One cop even went as far as saying she was probably still with one of her “customers.” Comments like that were commonplace since Joanne started dancing at the House of Lancaster strip club. Aaron detested what she did for a living, but she needed the money.
 

The ferry lit up, the lights on both levels turning on. A moment later, its engine came to life.
 

As the sun rose in the east, Aaron put on his sunglasses. He hated getting up this early, and today was worse than usual as he had pulled an all-nighter. He’d gone over the message from his sister in his head dozens of times.
 

Aaron, I’m in trouble … after me … ferry … David Hornell … vodka … weeks …
 

When Joanne left the message on his machine two days ago, the connection had been bad. She said she was in trouble. Someone was coming for her. The only other words he caught after that were ferry, David Hornell, vodka, and weeks.
 

At first, Aaron thought she was referring to some guy named David Hornell who was gay and drank vodka for weeks and now he was dangerous. But after using Google, he discovered that David Hornell was the name of the ferry that ushered people back and forth from the mainland to the Toronto Island Airport. It was only last night, after following up with the ferry and Toronto Island, that he figured out weeks probably had nothing to do with a seven-day period. He had done some checking on the little airport and discovered that Frank Weeks and his brother, Gary Weeks, worked there.
 

Vodka was the only word he still hadn’t figured out.
 

As the airport employees entered the 5:15 a.m. ferry to the island, Aaron reasoned that he might never figure out the vodka connection. It could simply be the drink of choice on the night his sister called to ask for his help.
 

He checked his watch. The ferry would depart in two minutes.
 

As the airport workers boarded the ferry, he scanned their faces from the wall he leaned against twenty feet away from the docks. At 5:30 a.m., another ferry would begin the process of taking the regular passengers across every fifteen minutes until midnight, when the ferry service would retire for the day.
 

He recognized no one. Not a single individual looked at him either. Another nameless face in the big city of Toronto. Had anyone noticed him, they would probably assume he was homeless. He wore his white wife-beater top with a light, collared shirt unbuttoned over it and loose shorts to combat the early summer heat.
 

The ropes were thrown off and the ferry pulled away from the dock. The employees stood around zombie-like in their early morning stupor, waiting to cross the short four-hundred-foot expanse of water.
 

Aaron pushed off the wall and stepped out into the light as the sun crested the edge of Lake Ontario. His polarized glasses reduced the glare off the water.
 

He saw nothing suspicious. No one watched him. Although he had no idea what he was looking for, he had to be here. He had to do something. His sister was missing and he would do whatever it took to get her back.
 

Joanne, what happened to you? Where are you?
 

It had been almost three months since they had talked. When he heard her message on his machine, the fear in her voice was unmistakable. Her pleading came through the static on the line. It drove a wedge in his heart that wouldn’t come out until he found her alive.
 

The police had said they would look into it. They told him to let them do their job. They also said if she didn’t return home soon, an officer would be in touch to get a statement from him.
 

The 5:30 a.m. ferry was pulling in to load passengers. He moved toward the access point on the dock and waited. As people gathered with small pieces of luggage, he took in the whole scene, just as his sensei had taught him years ago. Monitor everything around you, paying close attention to any possible threats.
 

His sister wouldn’t have left a message like that on his phone and then disappeared without a word. Nothing was normal about anything that had happened in the last forty-eight hours. She hadn’t answered her phone and she hadn’t been back to her apartment. The sister Aaron knew would never do that. That equated to Aaron assessing everything as a threat. He didn’t know what the message meant, and he didn’t know where the danger would come from, but he knew that he had to be on full alert.
 

Two deckhands tossed out lines and another tied them to posts on the pier. The ferry docked and began letting passengers board. Aaron paid his fare, walked onto the ferry, and moved to a side railing where he could people-watch.
 

A young couple boarded with backpacks on, speaking to each other in French.
 

Must be on their way to Montreal, he thought, knowing that Air Canada and Porter Airlines both flew out of the airport.
 

The couple headed up the stairs to the observation decks.
 

A Coca-Cola truck and a white van with tinted windows moved forward to meet the ferry. Aaron wondered what the white van was delivering to the airport as it eased in behind the Coke truck.
 

After a few minutes of boarding, the ropes were pulled from the pier. Feeling no immediate threat, Aaron stared out at the water as the ferry got underway.
 

Is this what you did, Joanne? Is there something on the island that I’m supposed to discover? Did Frank or Gary Weeks do anything to you?
 

The crossing only took a few minutes, and the ferry slowed in preparation for docking at the island. Aaron moved along the railing toward the front, watching his back. He found it odd that he was following in his sister’s footsteps, at least he hoped he was, and yet not a single cop had done the same as far as he knew. They had the recorded message. Today was the third day since anyone had seen Joanne and they still hadn’t even taken a formal statement from him.
 

When the boat bumped the dock hard, Aaron grabbed the railing. The two vehicles started their engines. The backpackers came down the steps while the rest of the few early-morning passengers assembled to exit the ferry.
 

He stood in the shadow of the ferry’s pilot house, watching everyone to see if anybody paid special attention to him.
 

No one did.
 

After the required wait, the ferry emptied, with Aaron walking off last. He followed the pack of people to the main building. The small airport was undergoing renovations. The temporary terminal building sat on the grass south of the runway. Aaron followed the group of people toward it. When he entered the terminal, a wave of cold air from the air conditioning blasted him.
 

He found an employee pushing an empty cart.
 

“Excuse me,” Aaron said as he rushed over.
 

The man was about 5’10”, but his slumped walk made him look shorter, his back rounded in fatigue. The man’s name badge said Everton.
 

“Can you tell me if either Frank or Gary Weeks is working today?” Aaron asked.
 

The employee stopped and sized Aaron up, then met his eyes.
 

“Why you wanna talk to them?” Everton asked in a French accent.
 

“Old friends.” None of your fucking business. “Either one working today?”
 

Everton looked him up and down again, snorted in derision, and started away.
 

Aaron hustled up beside him. “Excuse me, why are you walking away?”
 

The man stopped again. “I gotta pull two doubles this week because of Frank not showing up for two days. Dat brother of his, Gary, he here, but he sure is lazy. Neither one of them need a favor from me. You tell them when you find them that they owe me this time.”
 

The man pushed away, yanking on the cart handle, and started off again.
 

Aaron kept up. “What do you mean, find them?”
 

Alarm bells rang in Aaron’s mind.
 

Could Frank Weeks be missing too? Is that why he hadn’t shown up in two days? Was there a connection to Joanne?
 

“Frank hasn’t shown up for work in two days,” Everton said. “And he hasn’t called in, eidder. Gary’s been walking around like he’s seen a ghost. He’s trying to act normal, but I can tell the difference.” The cart stopped and Everton walked around to the front of it. “If you are their friend, why don’t you know about Frank? Go find him and bring him here so I can go back to working my own shifts.”
 

It was time to talk to Gary.
 

“Where can I find Gary? What department does he work in?”
 

“He’s that guy that loads the luggage onto the planes. But you won’t find him down there today.”
 

Everton stared off at something over Aaron’s shoulder. In defense, Aaron spun around, his hands clenching, always ready. No one was behind him, only a line of windows. Outside the windows, Aaron saw the white van with tinted windows from the ferry. Two men with dark suits and sunglasses were escorting another man toward the van.
 

“Is that Gary Weeks?” he asked Everton.
 

Everton walked back to the cart’s handle and sighed. “Why you asking me? I thought you was their friend? You don’t know Gary by sight?” He started walking away. “I guess I’ll have to cover more shifts this week. I know cops when I see them. Looks like Gary’s in real trouble.”
 

Aaron hit the doors and bolted outside, the morning sun feeling hotter after the cool comfort of conditioned air.
 

“Hey!” he shouted across the grass as he ran. “Excuse me!”
 

The trio reached the vehicle. One of the men opened the side sliding door and gestured for Gary to enter. Gary appeared to protest, then he was shoved inside.
 

“Hey!” Aaron shouted again. Something is wrong, he thought. It didn’t add up. It didn’t look like two well-dressed police officers or detectives apprehending a suspect because the van wasn’t police issue. This was something else entirely.
 

After slamming the side door shut, each man moved to enter the van.
 

“Freeze!” Aaron yelled.
 

It was an old tactic his sensei had taught him years ago. “Freeze” always made people think it was the police.
 

It worked this time.
 

The man about to enter the passenger side of the van turned and slowly removed his sunglasses. The pause was enough time for Aaron to reach him.
 

He panted, trying to catch his breath. “I need to know … where you’re … taking Gary …”
 

The man placed his sunglasses back on and opened the van’s door, ignoring Aaron.
 

Aaron reached out and stopped the door.
 

The man spun around to face Aaron.
 

“You can’t be serious,” he said, his voice dark like an unexplored basement. It sent shivers through Aaron.
 

“Who are you?” Aaron asked, knowing that if they were cops they would have to identify themselves.
 

The driver had already gotten in and started the van.
 

“Let go of the door or lose the hand.”
 

Aaron almost smiled. The last thing he needed was being held on charges of assaulting a police officer. But he also understood the law better as he had recently been sitting for too many hours with his lawyer preparing his own defense on an attempted murder case. The cop, if that’s what he was, had not identified himself, and he had just threatened Aaron with violence for simply touching the van’s door.
 

Aaron held onto the door. “I don’t take threats lightly.”
 

As he spoke the man turned to fully face Aaron.
 

Perfect, Aaron thought, open yourself up to me and make your whole body a target. Your move, asshole.
 

“Last chance,” the man said. “Let go of the door and step away.”
 

Aaron smiled as wide as he could, unmoved by the man’s alpha-male approach. He waited for the lunge or the grab or the punch, but nothing came. He was prepared to block and attack, but instead the man slowly moved his hand across his chest and pulled his jacket open a fraction to show him what was inside.
 

If it wasn’t for the fact that his sister was missing and the only lead was Gary Weeks in the back of the van, Aaron would’ve conceded defeat and walked away. Guns were something altogether more serious. The kind of serious that Aaron wasn’t normally willing to tangle with.
 

But his sister was missing, Gary Weeks was in the back of the van, and Aaron didn’t like being threatened.
 

Aaron’s left hand shot out, grabbed the man’s right wrist—the one that would unholster the weapon—yanked it down and twisted. At the same moment, his right hand released the van’s door, hit the pressure point at the base of the man’s throat, and applied the exact amount of force to cause prolonged choking, but not enough pressure to collapse the trachea.
 

It was times like this he was glad he’d spent his entire youth working out, exercising, and doing his katas. Being a second dan black belt in Shotokan karate and an instructor in his own dojo had been a lifelong dream. Having almost killed one of his students a month ago with his bare hands in a fit of rage had been bad for business. But it was times like this that his extreme skill wasn’t put to the test, it was put to task.
 

The man slumped to the ground, clutching at his throat, gasping and choking, his face reddening.
 

The driver’s side door slammed shut. Aaron spun and addressed the driver, who now stood beside the van’s grill.
 

The driver had a cocked pistol in his hand.
 

“Step away, or I will shoot you in the iris of your left eye. You have one second.”
 

The man’s voice gave nothing away. He sounded colder than the air conditioning in the terminal. Like shooting someone in the face was as routine as eating ice cream on a hot day.
 

That voice persuaded Aaron to ease back, his hands raised chest high.
 

The driver helped his friend up into the passenger seat, the whole time keeping the gun trained on Aaron.
 

What the fuck is happening here? Aaron thought. Who are these people?
 

“Turn around and start walking,” the driver ordered. “Do it now.”
 

Aaron did, but not before scanning the terminal windows. At least a dozen people watched from the relative safety of the building. No way would the guy shoot an unarmed man in the back when his hands were raised. Not with that many witnesses.
 

The van door shut and the wheels bit the grass as the vehicle raced away, headed for the ferry.
 

As they left, Aaron memorized every feature of the two suited men and the little he saw of Gary Weeks.
 

“Shit, now what?”
 
  

Chapter 2




Aaron didn’t have much experience with law enforcement until just recently, but he could tell they weren’t cops. They were something else entirely. Something dangerous.
 

He needed to find the detective in charge of his sister’s disappearance and tell him what he just witnessed, and how it was connected to Joanne and her cryptic message.
 

Once on the mainland, he jumped in his black Nissan Altima and drove along Lake Shore Boulevard toward Mississauga, where his sister lived in a high-rise building. The police station handling her missing persons case was the same one that booked him on the attempted murder charge months ago.
 

Now on bail after his arraignment, he had certain terms he had to comply with. One of which was to stay out of trouble. Having a gun pointed at his face and smacking a guy around wasn’t staying out of trouble.
 

He was also supposed to not use his hands. That was exactly what the judge had said, “Don’t use your hands … they’re lethal.” After what happened to one of Aaron’s students, he had decided to sell the dojo to the Russians that had been pressuring him to sell for over a year. Whatever form of martial arts they wanted to offer at the dojo was their business. Aaron knew he couldn’t teach anymore after what happened. The money he got last week from the sale, which his lawyer had pushed through seriously fast, saying it would look good for him, was enough to allow him to stay unemployed for at least a year. After that, maybe he’d look into bouncing at a club or private security or something along those lines.
 

He hit the Dixie Road access and started north, wondering what crackerjack cop would wind up listening to Aaron’s theories. He only hoped the cop would take him seriously, because he was through doing it on his own. As much as he didn’t want to admit it to himself, having a gun in his face really shook him up. He would prefer to never have that happen again.
 

Just south of Eglinton, he pulled into the Peel Regional, Twelfth Division office and parked in visitors. It was just after seven in the morning. He had no idea when detectives came on duty or if anyone would see him without an appointment, but he had to try, or at least get the name of the officer who was handling his sister’s case.
 

If the cops would’ve contacted me for a statement already, I would know who to see.
 

A pretty blonde police officer in full uniform sat at the front desk, her hair done up in a bun. She looked all business.
 

“Excuse me,” he said as he came closer.
 

She moved papers aside without looking at him. Then she picked up her coffee mug, took a sip and set it back down before addressing him. She didn’t say a word, only took in his tank top and open collar shirt, no doubt assessing him as someone who broke the law. Who else would come in this early in the morning?
 

I guess you looking at me means I have the floor?
 

“My sister is missing. It was reported a couple of days ago. I have information for the detective handling the case.”
 

“Name.”
 

It didn’t sound like a question.
 

“My name is Aaron Stevens.”
 

She looked up at him. “No. The name of the missing person.”
 

You could have said that, bitch.
 

“Joanne Stevens.”
 

The officer lifted her coffee mug again and sipped louder this time, her right hand dancing on her keyboard.
 

“Detective Folley has the case.”
 

“Could you let him know I’m here?” Pulling a toenail off with pliers might be easier than getting you to help me out here, Cruella.
 

“He’s not seeing anyone at the moment.”
 

“Just ring him up and tell him that Aaron Stevens, Joanne’s brother, needs to talk to him. He hasn’t even taken a formal statement from me yet.”
 

The expression on her face made it clear, she heard his exasperation.
 

“When I said that he’s not seeing anyone at the moment, that’s what I meant, as in he’s free. No one else is in his office.”
 

Egg and yoke on my face.
 

“Sorry, I thought you meant that he wouldn’t see me,” Aaron said, his soft explanation not removing the scowl from the cop’s face.
 

She lifted a phone, dialed three numbers and waited. Two uniformed officers exited a side door and walked out the front with Tim Horton’s coffee cups in their hands. Numerous jokes about cops and donut shops raced through his mind. He stared at the woman behind the desk to take the smirk off his face.
 

She set the phone down.
 

“You don’t have an appointment,” she said. Then she grabbed a pen and paper and began jotting down Folley’s name and a number. “Call this number and book something with him for next week. He’s pretty busy this week.” She handed him the paper and lifted her coffee cup to her mouth.
 

“You’ve got to be joking?”
 

She stopped mid-sip. Only her eyes lifted to meet his.
 

“I mean, this is a joke?” He schooled himself to exercise caution, but school was out. “I’ve got information that might help in finding my sister. Why doesn’t anybody want to hear what I have to say?”
 

“Sir, you’re going to have to calm down.” She stood up. “Call the number I gave you, after you leave the building.”
 

“What’s your name and badge number? I know that’s something, by law, that you have to surrender upon being asked. When this is all over, I will report this. I will tell them that I knew pertinent information about a missing person and that I just witnessed a kidnapping not thirty minutes ago, and you refused me. The guy had a gun and threatened to kill me. You told me to exit the building and book an appointment.” He said the last bit in a snarl. He knew he shouldn’t have, but he did.
 

Her face softened. After being arrested himself, held in jail overnight until the arraignment, standing before the judge and being let out on bail, regular cops didn’t intimidate him anymore. They were just doing their jobs, and as long as he wasn’t breaking the law, he had nothing to worry about.
 

A male voice behind him said, “Did you say you just witnessed another kidnapping?”
 

Aaron spun around, lowered into a half crouch. A moment before, no one had been there. Whenever someone crept up on him, his training took over. Years of training with a blindfold had fine tuned his reflexes to lightning quick.
 

The man wore a plaid suit and an expression that went from morose to serious when Aaron spun toward him. His hand twitched toward his holster.
 

Aaron stood to his full height, resting his hands down to his side. “Yes, I did.”
 

“You’re going to need to calm down,” the man said. “Can you do that?”
 

“Of course I can do that.”
 

“Why are you so on edge?” the man asked, setting his jacket right now that the tension had eased out of the air.
 

Aaron couldn’t explain his training. It would take too long, and even then, not many people would understand. For years, he had sat in the center of a circle of martial artists, wearing a blindfold, waiting for his sensei to tap the shoulder of one of his sparring partners, who would then quietly step closer and grab an arm or wrestle a leg out from under him. Aaron would have to fend off the attacker by feel and by hearing, fighting in the dark. His sensei had called it alley training. He always said he had to prepare his students for being jumped in a dark alley where there would be limited movement. Aaron remembered him shouting, “You have to learn to fight with your hands and your feet, not your eyes.”
 

“I’m on edge because I just had a gun pointed at me. The man said he would shoot me in the iris if I didn’t move away from him and his partner.”
 

The man leaned over to the cop behind the desk, who gave a crooked smile.
 

“It’s not a joke,” Aaron said.
 

“Shoot you in the iris?” the man repeated.
 

“Who are you?” Aaron asked.
 

“I’m Detective Folley. I’m handling your sister’s case, along with a few others.”
 

“A few others?”
 

“It seems two other people went missing that same night. I’m checking to see if they’re connected.”
 

“What?” Aaron felt lightheaded. Had they made progress? How aggressive had they been? What’s been discovered so far?
 

“Come with me. Let’s talk in my office.”
 

Detective Folley led the way down a corridor, to the right and down another corridor. He opened a door that had a plaque on it with Folley’s name printed in gold.
 

Inside the office were a simple desk and two chairs facing it. Aaron was surprised to see a MacBook Pro on Folley’s desk.
 

“Department funding must’ve gone up in recent years.”
 

“Why do you say that?”
 

Aaron pointed at the Mac. “Those aren’t cheap.”
 

“That’s mine. I don’t use department computers. PCs break down too much. But you didn’t come here to talk computers, did you? Tell me what happened.”
 

Framed certificates and achievements hung on the wall behind his desk. To the right of his large white desk calendar sat a Rubik’s Cube.
 

“You ever solve that?” Aaron asked.
 

“No, but I keep trying. I can get one color and sometimes two, but that’s it.”
 

Aaron picked the chair that kept him out of the morning sun’s glare coming from the window. He crossed his legs, ankle to knee. He wanted this first meeting to be casual, even social, so he could get to know Folley, feel him out, see how invested he was in his job.
 

“Start anytime you want,” Folley said.
 

Aaron told him about the recording from his sister on his voice mail and how it led him to go to the island airport that morning. “I’m surprised this is the first you’re hearing of it.”
 

“Doing a little investigative work yourself, are you?” Folley asked, completely ignoring the comment about prior knowledge of the recording. “I have to caution you away from doing that.”
 

Aaron nodded in an I understand what you’re saying way and continued. He told him about seeing Gary Weeks being pushed into the white van and that as he got close, the two guys in suits pulled weapons and threatened him. He didn’t mention that he took one of the suits off his feet. If it came up later, he’d deal with it then.
 

Folley was jotting notes. After a moment, he leaned back in his chair and tapped the pen against his lips.
 

“Your sister has been missing three days as of today.”
 

Aaron nodded and waited.
 

“I have to caution you again. It’s important you listen.”
 

Aaron nodded for him to go ahead.
 

“Vigilantism. Doing it on your own.” Folley leaned forward in his chair and braced his forearms on the desk. “Do you know how stupid it was to address those men? You could’ve been shot. When I find your sister, what do I tell her then? Her renegade brother got shot searching for you?”
 

Aaron looked away. Anger served itself up along with a twist of lemon-filled pain. The bitter kind.
 

“What’s wrong?” Folley asked. “Why are you so pissed off?” When Aaron didn’t answer immediately, he continued. “Talk to me.”
 

“All right. I’ll talk because maybe it’ll help you understand how I feel and why I will do whatever I can to locate my sister.” He uncrossed his legs and stood, pacing off the anger, willing his temper to cool. “My sister has been missing for three days. So far, no one has taken my statement or asked me any questions.” He looked at Folley and raised a hand. “I know, I know, you get missing person cases all the time and they turn out to be a weekend drunken binge or someone eloped. Well, that hasn’t happened in Joanne’s case. She called me. She was scared. No one was there for her and now she’s gone. I’m fucking concerned here.”
 

“I know, and that’s what we’re here for.”
 

“My other issue was her job.”
 

“How so?” Folley asked.
 

Aaron faced him, his body a temple, rigid in the face of adversity, every muscle tensing. “I felt that since she was a dancer, a stripper,” the word slipped off his tongue like one would spit a gob of saliva on the pavement, “her case wouldn’t get the same attention that another one would.”
 

“That may be perceived in the public, but that isn’t how it is in here. Our job is to protect human life,” he tapped his desk with his pen, “as the highest priority, and that includes dancers, prostitutes and ballerinas. You clear on that?”
 

Aaron nodded, walked over to the Rubik’s Cube and picked it up. “You mind?”
 

Folley shook his head, set his pen down, laced his hands behind his head and leaned back.
 

Aaron worked the puzzle, using deft fingers to slide and twist with the speed honed of years of managing and manipulating every muscle and tendon in his body. He got his first Rubik’s Cube in the second foster home he was shipped to and only lost it three years ago. It was the one item that allowed his mind a chance to settle when the world around him was chaos.
 

It took him just over a minute to solve the cube. He slammed it down harder than he meant to.
 

“If only life could be that easy,” he whispered.
 

Folley said nothing, just stared.
 

“My parents took Joanne and me on a summer vacation when I was twelve years old and Joanne was ten.” He angled the guest chair and slumped down in it, defeated for the moment as memories assailed him. “We had it all planned. Northern Ontario, camping, fishing, lakes, sunshine, swimming and ice cream. Joanne had even bought suntan lotion out of her allowance—I remember because of how proud she was of it.” He paused to collect his emotions. He refused to weep in front of Detective Folley. “They stopped at the Petro-Canada on Highway 400, just north of Toronto and we all went to the bathroom.” Aaron glared at Folley. “Joanne and I never saw them again.”
 

“What? What happened?”
 

“Don’t know. We waited all day. We were young. We didn’t think to check the car for over ten minutes, but it was already gone. I told Joanne that they probably went to gas up and that they’d be right back. They never showed.”
 

“Did you ever find out what happened?”
 

Aaron shook his head in the negative. “A nice lady bought us an ice cream when she became concerned with Joanne’s crying. I’ll never forget her. She had long earrings and a wide smile. To this day I can close my eyes and still see that kind woman’s face.”
 

Folley unlaced his hands and clasped them together on his lap.
 

“They separated Joanne and me. Said there just wasn’t enough people taking a brother and a sister. We tried to stay in touch but they moved us so much it became impossible. When I was sixteen, I ran away. I left the system and started searching for Joanne. It took over two years. By the time I found her, she’d gone through seven homes and been abused by at least three different men. She was a wreck.”
 

Aaron clenched his fist and covered it with his other hand.
 

“I had been practicing martial arts for a few years by then and wanted to go and kill whoever had done that to her, but she said it was over. She begged me to do nothing about it. Do you get my point? Not only didn’t the system help us when we needed it the most, but no one was ever accountable. I pulled her out and gave her a place to stay. By the time she got clean of drugs and alcohol, she started dancing in the clubs around Toronto. She’s an adult, and I couldn’t talk her out of it. But understand something about me. I searched for her all those years ago and I found her on my terms. No one helped. In fact, I was pushed away by the system. Privacy and shit like that. Well, guess what? She’s the only family I’ve got left and I will search for her this time too. Nothing and no one will stop me. I’m a private citizen. I pay my taxes and will come and go as I please. And if I find whoever has hurt my baby sister, they had better fucking pray you get there first.”
 

He slammed his fist into the palm of his other hand to release the pent-up anger. He needed to be in his gym. He needed the bag to punch and kick for an hour. It was the only way to release the violence.
 

Folley nodded, concern in his eyes. “Your story isn’t uncommon. I understand where you’re coming from, and I don’t want to belittle you or your passion when I say that you have to let the professionals handle this. You have to try to step aside and let us walk in on men with guns. You do know where I’m going with this?”
 

Why did I tell him in the first place? I should’ve expected that response because no one really cares, do they?
 

Folley typed on his MacBook. His eyes widened and he looked from Aaron and then back to the screen.
 

“I thought I recognized your name. I didn’t connect it to your sister when I got the file, but your name was nagging at me. Then I thought I’d check our system to see if there was anything on your parents and here’s what I found.”
 

Aaron leaned forward as Folley turned the laptop toward him. His mug shot from six weeks ago filled the screen.
 

“What’s all this?” Folley asked. “Attempted murder? And now you’re in my office telling me about guys pointing guns at you. Is trouble just finding you or are you searching for it?”
 

Aaron got up and headed for the door.
 

“Hold up,” Folley said.
 

Aaron stopped without turning around. He waited.
 

“You want to tell me about this so we can be on an even keel or do you want to walk away and make me think you’re just a bad dude looking to even a score?”
 

Aaron leaned against the wall, facing Folley.
 

“A seventeen-year-old girl showed up at my dojo two months ago. She had been in the hospital for three days. Her face was bruised up bad, one eye swollen shut. Her right arm was broken in two spots and four of her fingers had been split back and broken like pretzels. She limped into the dojo and asked if I was the owner of the gym. She told me that one of my students was her father, John Ashcroft, and that her mother was still in the hospital. Apparently he had started taking my classes two months before so he could learn new and exciting ways to beat his wife and daughter.” Aaron paused to step away from the wall. “The system wasn’t helping. No charges were laid. The mother refused. The daughter was too afraid. When John Ashcroft showed up on his regular Wednesday night class, I did two things wrong. I made an example of him and I went too far. I showed the rest of my students what it looks like to break up the human body and how easy it is to snap bones. When Ashcroft lay in a puddle of his own blood, I explained to the students that if any of them use this martial art for abuse, the same consequences would befall them. John Ashcroft is still in a coma, and if he dies, my charge goes up to first degree murder. I don’t know how my lawyer got me bail, but he did. My dojo went up for sale the next day and it sold to a bunch of Russians recently.”
 

“You’re full of tales about the system not working in your favor. Well, maybe I can change that, but you’re going to have to do something for me.”
 

Aaron opened the office door and said, “What’s that?”
 

“Stay out of this and let us do our job. You’re too wound up. You’re too close to this. Trust me, that doesn’t work. Give me your cell number. I will call you every day. I will keep you in the loop. The minute I know something, I will tell you. No stone unturned. Deal?”
 

Aaron nodded, knowing he could never agree to walk away, but at least it would calm Folley and let him focus on what he had to do. He recited his cell number and walked away.
 

“Stevens?”
 

Aaron stopped and stuck his head back in. “Yeah?”
 

“Sorry about your parents. They sound like shits. When I have some free time, I’ll look into your case. It was only eleven years ago. Maybe I can find something out for you.”
 

“I had a recording on my cell phone for two days from my missing sister. A little research and I witnessed Gary Weeks being manhandled into a white van. Do you mean you’ll investigate my parents like you’re handling my sister’s case? Sorry, I’m not trying to be rude, but you can’t even solve that Rubik’s Cube. Detective Folley, thanks, but no thanks. Don’t need your help, and how do you even know if I want to find my parents?”
 

He shut the door hard and walked away. He knew that was uncalled for, but he was sick of the system, the promises and the security it was supposed to represent.
 

He had other places to go and other people to see. Aaron would find his sister before the cops did, and Folley could eat shit.
 

It didn’t hit him until he had already pulled out of the station that Folley hadn’t taken his statement of what happened on the island airport that morning. Men had pointed guns at him and the detective didn’t file a report or send someone else to do it.
 

What the fuck are the cops doing anyway?
 

It was time to get serious. He had a court date coming up for attempted murder. Jail time was a probability. He had to find Joanne and help her out of whatever trouble she was in before he could think about his own future.
 

Without Joanne, his only surviving family member, he had no future.
 
  

Chapter 3




The anger at the injustice of the system brewed in Aaron like rancid milk, turning his stomach and making him physically sick. He had to do something about it. He had to find Joanne first and then talk her into leaving the strip club. Whatever was needed, he would do it.
 

After staying up all night to meet the ferry at the Toronto docks, Aaron left the police station and headed home to sleep. But sleep was elusive. He tossed and turned, his mind spinning possible scenarios, attempting to sew something together that made sense.
 

At just after four in the afternoon, he rose from bed, groggy and exhausted, did a fifteen-minute kata to loosen up his muscles and initiate better blood flow, and got dressed.
 

He grabbed his car keys and headed out. Ten minutes later he was en route to the House of Lancaster. Someone must have seen something. He still had no idea how Frank or his brother Gary were involved with his sister. Now that he had seen Gary, maybe one of the girls at the club would recall him.
 

He pulled into a half-full parking lot.
 

Not too busy just before the dinner hour, eh?
 

A large bouncer stood by the back entrance. The House of Lancaster had a front door facing Bloor Street, but almost everyone used the more discreet back door by the parking lot.
 

Aaron walked through the back lounge area that was always devoid of people but filled with tables and chairs. He walked down a short hall, the kitchen’s window on his left, the stage on his right. Ahead of him sat the cavernous seating area where men could drink and drool over the cavorting bodies of half-naked women, or in some cases, completely naked women.
 

The young girl on the stage couldn’t have been more than eighteen, thin, undernourished, already wavering on her feet, no doubt due to alcohol, dancing to a Blind Melon song about no rain. She wore a thong and nothing on her breasts as she worked the pole. Five men sat in pervert’s row, right up at the stage, two of them tapping the edge of the stage to the beat of the song.
 

He found an empty seat halfway to the back. When talking to the dancers about his sister, it would provide a modicum of privacy.
 

He didn’t have to wait long. A tall black girl wearing a purple lace bra and panties approached him.
 

“Ya wanna dance, honey?” The dancers were on him before the waitress.
 

“No, a coffee would work though.”
 

“I’m not a fucking waitress,” she mumbled and was off to the next table.
 

Caffeine in his blood stream was a requirement before he attempted to talk to anybody. He needed a clear mind, one not subdued by lack of sleep.
 

The only woman in the club that wasn’t dressed like a dancer sat at the bar on his right. He waited until she turned his way and then signaled her with a wave of his hand. She got up and approached.
 

“What’ll it be?” she asked.
 

“Coffee.”
 

She walked away, her hips swaying, as though hoping she was hot enough to elicit a tip.
 

It was a world Aaron couldn’t get into, a world he didn’t understand. Sure he was male and all that goes with that, but random pussy was never his thing. He couldn’t desire a girl just because she showed him her wares.
 

He rationalized that it was the same as meeting a girl in the library. What if she was sweet, kind and had a great sense of humor? They decide to go for a coffee or even dinner and then she drops her shirt and exposes her breasts, asking him if he still wanted to go for dinner. It was degrading and unnecessary.
 

He was under no illusion that the dancers were exposing themselves in the hopes of acquiring a date, but the analogy worked for him because that’s how he felt about a woman’s beauty. It was to be seen and treasured by the man who loved them, not to be shown off for a cheap thrill.
 

Men were visual. Aaron understood this. But a gorgeous calf muscle exposed from under a pretty dress or a hot smile mixed with long, flowing hair was what captured his attention. There was nothing remotely interesting to him about a room filled with women disrobing and offering lap dances for twenty bucks or whatever it cost.
 

The waitress set his coffee down and mumbled something. Blind Melon had ended, and the emaciated girl on stage cavorted naked to Def Leppard’s Love Bites. The volume was so loud he didn’t hear the waitress.
 

He handed her a five dollar bill. She took a moment to spill his change on the table.
 

He leaned up and spoke loud. “Do you know Joanne Stevens, my sister?”
 

The waitress stopped her fiddling with the coins on her tray and glanced at him. Something flickered across her eyes in that moment.
 

She knows something. She’s seen something.
 

The waitress set the rest of his change on the table beside his coffee.
 

“Nice girl. But I haven’t seen her in almost a week.”
 

She made to walk away. Aaron grabbed her wrist to hold her a moment longer.
 

“I’m asking because I haven’t seen her in almost four days. Were you working the last night she danced? Can you tell me anything about her?”
 

The woman stared at Aaron’s hand until he released her. She met his eyes.
 

“Don’t ever touch me again. The bouncers don’t like that sort of thing.” She collected herself, adjusted her shirt, and moved her tray—all gestures of nervousness. “Joanne never talked about a brother.”
 

“We haven’t spoken to one another since she started working here.”
 

The waitress nodded and backed away. “Sorry, can’t help you.”
 

She spun around and headed toward the bar.
 

Folley had said others had disappeared that day too, but Aaron had forgotten to ask what he meant by that.
 

That’ll teach you to stay up all night. You can’t think straight.
 

A short woman in her thirties approached him, a fake smile creasing her lips. She sat in the chair opposite him and put her hand on his right leg.
 

Aaron jumped and moved his leg away.
 

“Sorry,” she said and started to get up.
 

He put a hand on her forearm. “No, stay, it just surprised me. I don’t get touched often.”
 

She eased back into her chair, a weird expression on her face. Then he understood.
 

“What I mean is, I don’t get touched unexpectedly that often. Usually I’m more prepared. It just made me jump. It was nothing.” He lifted his coffee to test it.
 

Not bad for a strip club.
 

She applied her fake smile again. “You wanna buy me a drink?”
 

“You wanna answer a couple of questions for me?”
 

Her face turned serious. “You a cop?”
 

He shook his head. “No.”
 

“What kinda questions?”
 

“How about I buy you a drink and you’ll see. Only answer what you feel comfortable answering. Deal?”
 

She looked around the club. Probably examining her prospects and finding only slim pickings as it was still before five in the afternoon. She nodded, her eyes showing the pain of years of abuse. His heart sank.
 

Joanne, this life is so not you.
 

“Gin and tonic.”
 

She leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs and set her purse on the table beside his coffee.
 

Aaron found the waitress two tables away from the bar, talking to one of the bouncers. He waited until she looked his way to motion for her.
 

For a strip club that’s only got maybe fifteen men in it, the waitress is lazy. She should be working the tables, passing the drinks out and raking up the tips.
 

The bouncer and the waitress looked at Aaron at the same time, the kind of look that told him he was the subject of their conversation. It wasn’t just a coincidence. The waitress did an over the shoulder thing while the bouncer lifted his head.
 

Oh, no.
 

Hoping to diffuse whatever it was they were talking about, he waved with his hand, pointed at the dancer sitting with him and used his other hand to pantomime drinking.
 

The waitress said something else to the bouncer and then started toward Aaron’s table.
 

The thin girl on stage had finished her set. The DJ was announcing a girl heralding all the way from Vancouver, here, live, for the next few days only.
 

System of a Down blasted out of the speakers about toxicity as the waitress made it to his table. He had to shout it twice to be heard over the roar of Serj Tankian’s vocals.
 

When he thought he had a break in the music, he turned to the dancer at his table. She fidgeted with the strap on her purse.
 

Maybe it’s all related to the club? Maybe something went down a couple of days ago and everyone’s living on the edge.
 

He looked for the bouncer, but couldn’t find him. Mentally chastising himself, he sipped half the coffee down. He needed to be better in tune with his surroundings. He needed to know where the bouncer was at all times now that he had their attention. His presence had been noted.
 

He leaned across the table and shouted, “Do you know a dancer by the name Joanne Stevens?”
 

The girl looked sideways at him and shook her head. “I don’t know names. Only stage names.”
 

“You gals never use your real names amongst each other?”
 

She shook her head.
 

Aaron found that hard to believe. She had to be lying. On stage, a long-legged, dark-haired woman did some kind of sexual gymnastics on the stage to the beat of Godsmack.
 

The rest of his coffee went down in one long gulp. He knew the caffeine rush would cause him to be super hyper. It affected him like a sugar rush. Drinks like Red Bull were off the charts for him. Only in extreme situations would he have an energy drink.
 

He needed to be more assertive as he didn’t know how much longer he had left. Whatever the waitress said to the bouncer about him could mean he would have an early exit.
 

“Tell me …” he leaned across the table, “… what happened here three nights ago? I think it involves my sister, Joanne, and now she’s missing.”
 

The dancer leaned away from him. “You a cop?” she asked again.
 

“I already said I wasn’t. We both know that if I was, I would have to identify myself.”
 

“Well, I have no idea what you’re referring to.”
 

“Sure you do.”
 

He waited. He wanted his confidence to rub in like a soft lotion. He wanted her to feel that she knew exactly what he was talking about and looking for answers was just as routine as dancing for another customer.
 

He could tell that she wanted to leave.
 

Then she did.
 

“Hey, where are you going? Your drink is coming.”
 

“I have to dance soon. I’m up next.”
 

“But what about your drink?”
 

“You have it,” she said and stumbled away.
 

“Shit,” Aaron mumbled under his breath. Nothing was going as planned. He could feel he wasn’t wanted here. The waitress hadn’t returned with the gin and tonic. As far as he could see in the gloom, she had vanished from the floor. He still couldn’t see the bouncer.
 

His eyes followed the dancer who had sat with him for a moment until she reached a back door to the left of the stage, where she glanced back at him before she disappeared.
 

Maybe he should leave and tell Folley what’s happening at the House of Lancaster. Maybe a bevy of cops could come in and ask their questions.
 

Yeah, and maybe pigs could not only fly, they could become ninjas and take out angry birds instead of the other way around.
 

A hand rested on his shoulder.
 

Aaron dropped off the chair by slipping his butt forward, his knees bent, until he was in a crouch in front of the chair. He stood to his full height and stared at the bouncer that the waitress had talked to.
 

“You shouldn’t touch me,” Aaron yelled over the music.
 

“You threatening me?” The bouncer moved closer.
 

“No. Just stay out of my personal space. It’s called respect.”
 

“You gotta leave.”
 

“Why?” Aaron asked, his shoulders raised, his hands extended in a questioning gesture.
 

“You’re causing a disturbance.”
 

“How so?”
 

“Asking questions about girls who aren’t here. How do you think that makes the other girls feel? You some kinda creeper? A stalker?” He walked around the table to within a foot of Aaron. “We don’t want creepers in here. You gotta go.”
 

“Did you say you didn’t want creepers in here?”
 

The bouncer nodded.
 

“Then why are you here? You’re the one who snuck up on me and caressed my shoulder.”
 

The bouncer was fast. He lashed out to grab Aaron’s arm where he would try to twist it up and manhandle Aaron out of the club.
 

But Aaron was faster.
 

He allowed his arm to be taken. As the bouncer twisted it around, Aaron spun with it and snapped his arm out and gripped the bouncer’s wrist all in one movement. The effect of the full twist, with the added torque of Aaron’s body, spun the bouncer’s arm like a windmill, pulling his upper body down with it. Using the bouncer’s body weight against him, the force was enough to spin the shoulder completely in a circle, lifting him off the ground in a body flip. He landed on his back, hard, Aaron still holding the man’s wrist.
 

“I told you to never touch me. The simple act of touching someone against their will is against the law in this country. What I just did is called self-defense.” Aaron released the bouncer’s wrist. “Touch me again and I will be forced to use ‘as much force as is necessary’ as written in the Canadian Criminal Code. Are we clear?”
 

The bouncer coughed a few times. He got to his knees and then pulled himself up, using a nearby table for support, collecting his breath. Aaron wondered why he had taken so long to collect himself. Could he really have hurt such a big man from a simple flip? Or was he waiting for backup?
 

The music stopped. On stage, the dancer looked bewildered. She used her arms to cover her exposed breasts and leaned against the pole.
 

To Aaron’s right, two new bouncers moved in. In his mind, he had already worked it all out. The only problem was, with men this big and this ready to fight, he would have to really hurt them, but he didn’t want to. He didn’t come here for that. Breaking bones and causing blood to hit the beat-down carpet under his shoes would be like a day in the office, but he couldn’t do it. Too much attention. The police would come. Folley would hear about it. Maybe his bail would be revoked.
 

It was time to leave. Peacefully.
 

He raised his hands in supplication. “Okay, okay, I’ll leave. But I’m warning you, don’t touch me. The hand that touches me gets broken. I don’t bluff.”
 

He could feel the eyes of everybody in the strip club on him. He moved to the other side of the table to keep his distance from the bouncers and started for the door. He kept his eyes on them, hoping they wouldn’t try something stupid. Sure, they might regret it, but so would he.
 

A few steps from the backdoor exit, one of the bouncers shouted something. He turned back as they crowded him.
 

The man he had flipped shot his index finger out in Aaron’s face and said, “Don’t come back here again. Got it?”
 

Aaron hated it when someone jabbed a fatty finger in his face. Bouncers always had that I’m big-and-tough attitude. I can push people around just because I can.
 

He knew he shouldn’t, but it was just too tempting and his nerves were shot.
 

Aaron gripped the protruded finger with his left hand, the offender’s elbow with his right. In one second, he pulled the finger back, bending the elbow. The man gasped and dropped to his knees. Aaron secured the man’s wrist, bent back as far as it would go without breaking it, and nodded at the other two men.
 

It happened so fast, they were stunned into immobility. Then both men stepped forward.
 

“Don’t!” Aaron ordered.
 

The man on his knees below him shouted in pain as Aaron leaned into the wrist. Both bouncers faltered, wondering what the right move was.
 

“I told you not to touch me.”
 

“I didn’t, I didn’t …”
 

“I was walking out on my own. Sticking your finger in my face is a form of assault. Being an asshole isn’t your fault, though. For that I will forgive you. Now, here’s today’s lesson, folks. Be careful who you think you can push around. You never know who’ll be patronizing your little nudie bar.”
 

Aaron eased off on the pressure. The bouncer on his knees breathed easier.
 

“I’m going through that door,” Aaron said. “Nothing more needs to happen. But if I feel threatened by any of you, we’re going to have to have a more serious conversation. Understood?”
 

The man on his knees nodded vigorously. The other two men didn’t acknowledge him in any way.
 

Unfettered anger rose in Aaron. He had come here to see if he could find a friend of Joanne’s and all he got was kicked out and in a fight, putting him no further ahead. He wanted to smack the dumb looks off their faces.
 

Are you too stupid to see when you’re beat?
 

Aaron jumped forward a foot in a sudden movement, and the other two men stepped back.
 

He released the man below him. It was over. Defused.
 

Aaron walked out into the late afternoon sun. When he got to his car, he stopped. Someone was crouched behind his trunk.
 

“Hey?” he shouted. “Get up.”
 

The dancer who had ordered the gin and tonic looked at him but stayed down behind his car.
 

“I can’t be seen talking to you,” she said. “Look the other way. Lean against your car. Do you have a cell phone?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“Grab it. Pretend like you’re on the phone. Then you can talk to me.”
 

The back door of the club opened. One of the bouncers watched him. Aaron reached into his pocket, grabbed his car keys and opened his door. Leaving it open, he retrieved his cell phone from his pocket, mock dialed a number and held it to his ear.
 

“What’s going on?” he asked after a moment.
 

“Three nights ago a very powerful man came to the club.”
 

“Who?” Aaron said into his phone. Then he held it away from his head and shouted at the bouncer, “I’m calling the cops.”
 

The bouncer went back inside the club.
 

“I don’t know who,” the dancer said. “All I know is that he chose two girls. One was Joanne and the other was Jan Elliot. No one has seen either girl since that night.”
 

Joanne had probably called him from the bathroom of the club that night. The interference would have been a low signal from within the building added to the noise of the music.
 

“Can you tell me anything else?”
 

“All I know is that the man was British and he had at least six bodyguards. He was very rich. I was having a smoke outside when they left in three cars.”
 

“Was Joanne with them?”
 

He didn’t hear her whispered response. Aaron leaned in closer. She nodded, her eyes rimmed in tears.
 

“She was my friend. She talked about getting out of this place. She wanted to get away and said she would take me with her. Joanne said she would help me put my life back together. And now she’s gone and those bastards got paid to forget that the British man was even here.”
 

“Got paid? How much we talking?”
 

“A hundred thousand dollars was left with the owner. Can you believe it? One-hundred grand. Just to keep his presence here anonymous. But I also think it was to buy Jan and Joanne because they never came back. The boss spread the money out among the bouncers and a few of the dancers. I didn’t get a cent. I’m fucking done with this place. It’s been dead in here since. And who knows when the rich guy’ll come back and I’ll disappear. No, not for me. Wake-up call, honey, wake-up call.”
 

“Are you saying my sister and Jan left with this British guy?”
 

“Yes, but I could tell they didn’t want to.”
 

The woman adjusted her legs in her crouched position.
 

“Is it safe for you to go back in there?”
 

“Doesn’t matter. I’m done. I’m never going back in there. Not with how they treated you for simply asking questions about your sister.” Her face darkened for a moment, her eyes wet and pleading. “You are her brother, aren’t you?”
 

“Yes, I am. And I need to find this British guy. Is there anything else you can tell me? Did they have Ontario license plates on the cars? Diplomatic plates? Or were they rentals?”
 

“What’s a diplomatic plate?”
 

The door opened to the back of the club. Four bouncers started across the parking lot toward him. They had weapons. Aaron saw brass knuckles in one hand, a hammer in another.
 

Shit’s gonna get bad, fast.
 

“Get in my car. Now.”
 

“What, I can’t be seen with you …” she trailed off when she saw the bouncers.
 

“Go,” Aaron ordered as he slipped behind the wheel. He turned the engine over and dropped the car in drive just as the dancer fell into the passenger seat beside him. The forward motion of the car as he slammed the accelerator down shut both car doors.
 

As he exited the parking lot, the bouncers were doing their best to run after his vehicle.
 

What the fuck is going on?
 
  

Chapter 4




“What was all that back there?” Aaron asked.
 

“No idea,” the woman said. She was still dressed in a body-hugging skimpy dress and heels. She looked over her shoulder out the back window. “Fucking hotheads.”
 

The dancer rummaged through her tiny purse, pulled out a pack of cigarettes and made to light one.
 

“Not in my car. No smoking.”
 

Aaron hit the entrance ramp to the QEW, gunning the Nissan’s engine to get to highway speed as fast as he could.
 

“I need a smoke,” she said, the annoyance in her voice evident.
 

“No, you don’t. Talk first. Then smoke.”
 

“Talk?” She dropped the pack of cigarettes back into her purse.
 

The years of dancing, and whatever else she had been doing to herself, had been hard on her. Out of the darkness of the club, the sun showed her age. She had to be in her late thirties, or early forties. Her skin had lost its youthful elasticity from years of nicotine abuse. The capillaries on her nose were already breaking from the benefits of too much alcohol.
 

“I need to know who this rich British guy is and why he would spend any kind of serious money to keep his presence in a strip club quiet. On the night he leaves the club, two girls leave with him and are never heard of again. Doesn’t that sound fucking odd to you?” He snuck a glance at her.
 

“Of course. We’re all scared he’ll come back. No one knows anything. All we saw was him having a good time, tipping like crazy, and then he met with the owner, and left with Jan and Joanne. That’s all I saw …” she trailed off as she stared out her window.
 

“Maybe he’s a politician,” Aaron offered.
 

“No. Too public. Other customers would have recognized him. I have a feeling this was just some rich dude. The kind that get what they want.”
 

Aaron dropped the visor to block the low sun. “Do you think the money he left behind was silence money for the two girls he took with him?” My sister. “Or maybe he simply has so much money that he bought them.”
 

She didn’t answer right away.
 

Aaron said, “And what was the big deal back in the parking lot. The bouncers usually just kick someone out and leave it at that. Why would they come out ready to rumble? Why would a professional bouncer in a reputable establishment bring the fight outside the club once everything had been defused? Something’s wrong here.”
 

A lot of things aren’t adding up.
 

He applied his turn signal and changed lanes, moving into the express lanes to avoid the slower moving collector lanes.
 

“Where are we going?” she asked.
 

“The police.”
 

“Oh, no we’re not,” she shrieked. “Let me out.”
 

She tried the door. Aaron flipped the child-lock button.
 

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked. “Calm down.”
 

“We’re not going to the police.” She leaned into the passenger door, dropping down in the seat as if someone outside was trying to see her.
 

“Why not?”
 

“Because. I don’t talk to the police. Never.”
 

“Today is a good day to start.”
 

She lunged toward him and pounded on his shoulder with both fists, screaming, “Stop the fucking car. Stop the car! Stop the car!”
 

Aaron tried to fend her off while attempting to keep his car in its lane.
 

“Okay, okay,” he shouted. He grabbed one of her wrists, tightened his grip and twisted until she bent sideways and shouted in pain. “You gonna stop hitting me?”
 

“Yeah, yeah, let go.”
 

He released her wrist. “Don’t ever do that again,” he shouted. “We could’ve been killed.”
 

“Stop the car,” she said, staring straight ahead.
 

“Tell me why you won’t talk to the police.”
 

“Stop the car. Let me out.”
 

They were coming close to the Dixie Road access. Once on Dixie heading north toward Twelve Division, they would encounter over a dozen traffic lights. She would be able to jump out at any one.
 

“Just tell the cops what you told me,” Aaron said. “Then I will drive you wherever you want to go. Come on, help me out. We’re talking about my sister, here. You said she was kind to you, wanted to help you. Help her now.”
 

“If you don’t stop the car I’m going to show the cop my wrist and say you kidnapped me and that I’m being held against my will. That would be the truth. I want out and you’re not letting me go. This is called forcible confinement. I know some shit and this is forcible. Stop the car. Let me out.”
 

Aaron knew she had him. He couldn’t walk into Folley’s office with a half-dressed woman and try to explain this away. He knew enough about what happened at the strip club to tell Folley himself.
 

But one thing still bothered him.
 

“How did you know what car was mine? There were at least fifteen cars in the lot. Why were you hiding behind mine?”
 

He felt her eyes on him.
 

“I didn’t know. Lucky guess.”
 

“Bullshit.”
 

He raced up the Dixie exit and turned north. The light ahead was red.
 

“Look,” he tried one more time. “Joanne needs help. You know stuff. Tell me, were they drinking vodka? She said something to me about vodka. Is that connected in any way?” He slowed the car, exasperated. “Come with me to the investigating officer and tell him everything. Please.”
 

The car stopped. The dancer manually flipped the lock and popped the door open. She looked back at Aaron before getting out. “That wasn’t part of my deal. No cops. I didn’t sign on for that. Fuck you.”
 

She jumped from the Nissan without another word.
 

“Hey,” Aaron yelled, but she was already on the sidewalk.
 

A horn blared behind him. A row of cars lined up in his rearview mirror.
 

“Shit.”
 

He hit the gas, the passenger door slamming shut for the second time by the car’s forward motion.
 

He slapped the steering wheel.
 

“Where are you, Joanne? What’s happening?”
 

He stopped at another red light, his mind racing to figure out what to do next. All he could think to do was talk to Folley, tell him what he had learned at the House of Lancaster.
 

He waited for the light to turn green. The red-light camera stood sentinel, ready to take pictures of any red-light runners.
 

A camera.
 

Could there be a camera in the House of Lancaster that records people coming or going? Maybe Folley could get them to show him what happened that night? Or maybe it was all erased for a price?
 

It angered him that he felt so helpless. There was really nothing he could do. He held no official capacity like Folley and he couldn’t allow himself to get into trouble while out on bail.
 

Aaron realized that his hands were tied. He had to let the system find his sister in their sweet old time. Whenever they got around to it, he might get a call.
 

He clenched a fist. If they find her body and someone could have stopped whatever’s happening if they worked a little harder, he didn’t know what he would do. Having learned about Gary and Frank Weeks and talked to the stripper, he wondered how far ahead the cops were. What could they possibly be doing to solve this if he’s out here getting closer by the minute?
 

That left one thing for him to do. Someone at the strip club knew something and they were hiding it. Whether it was the dancers, the bouncers or the owner, someone knew something. He’d rather spend a year in jail and save Joanne than lose her.
 

He pulled out his cell phone and called Daniel, his assistant from the dojo. He needed more people on his side. He would warn Daniel of the risks and explain the downside. Then he would get him to call a few of the black belts from the gym and see who wanted to go to the strip club to get some answers.
 

It was time to start asking the questions the hard way.
 

Being a nice guy simply wasn’t working.
 
  

Chapter 5




Nancy Demeers walked a block up Dixie until she saw a coffee shop. Dressed as she was in her blue hip-hugging dress, people would stare, but she didn’t care. She had done what was asked of her. She would collect her money and leave Toronto. Maybe it was time to visit her sister in Halifax.
 

She pulled her cell phone out and called the number she was supposed to memorize.
 

It was answered on the third ring.
 

“Hello?” Nancy whispered into the phone.
 

“Speak.”
 

The man’s voice was deep, gravelly.
 

“I did it. I told the man what you told me to say. I made sure he thought that his sister was taken out of the club. He knows exactly what you wanted him to know.”
 

“Good.”
 

“Can someone come with my money and pick me up?”
 

“Sure. Where?”
 

“I’m at Dixie Road and The Queensway in Etobicoke. I’ll be in a coffee shop on the Northwest corner.”
 

“Ten minutes.”
 

The man’s voice gave nothing away. No emotion, no appreciation, nothing. All it gave her was chills, even though the summer sun beat down on her exposed back.
 

“You’ll have my money?”
 

“Yes. We need his license plate number. Did you get that?”
 

“Of course.” She recited it by heart. “There, you have everything you asked for. Did I do good?”
 

She wanted a pat on the back for a job well done. Some form of gratitude. But nothing was forthcoming.
 

“Ten minutes. Be ready.”
 

“Oh, wait. There’s two more things. He asked about the vodka.”
 

“Vodka?”
 

“He wanted to take me to the police station to report what I know. I refused and made him pull over to let me out. I think he’s on his way to the cops.” She paused. “I just thought you should know.”
 

“Okay.”
 

The line went dead. Nancy dropped the phone back in her purse and crossed at the lights. She entered the coffee shop and felt the eyes of all six customers on her.
 

Take it all in, bastards. You’re the last batch of people who look at this body without buying me dinner first.
 

She was done. No more dancing, no more drugs, no more drinking. Most of all, no more hooking on the side to support her habit. She had enough money to settle down for a couple of years. She would rent a car and head to Halifax or maybe take the bus so she could read on the way. It had been so long since she’d read a good book.
 

In the car, she had been worried when Aaron had asked her how she knew his car. And he wanted to take her to the police station. She couldn’t believe it. Her deal would have been off if she walked through the door to a police station. They had been explicit in their arrangement. No police. Only information. Talk to whoever comes around asking for Joanne. Make sure they’re not cops. Find out why they’re asking and who they are. The man with the money said he would decide how important the information was. Once she talked to anyone, there would be a large payout. Enough that she could retire is what the man had said.
 

She sat in a corner booth without ordering anything. The girl behind the counter kept staring at her, but she brushed her away, pointing at the other seat as if she was waiting for someone. Eventually everyone in the coffee shop averted their eyes, trying to be polite.
 

She wanted a smoke but everything in Toronto was smoke free now. She could barely smoke in her own apartment, it was so strict.
 

Outside, the sun beat down relentlessly, heating the already humid air into the mid-thirties. She thought about the heat that Aaron had brought down on himself by showing up at the strip club. She didn’t care. She wouldn’t. It wasn’t her deal. It had nothing to do with her. All she had to do was tell him a story and then let her new employer know that she did, along with the plate number. As far as she was concerned, her job was done and she hadn’t hurt anybody.
 

The man she met at the club three nights before sounded like he had a Russian accent. The man on the phone was curt and to the point, but she could hear his Russian accent too.
 

So why did they want me to tell the brother that the guy at the club was British?
 

She had no idea what was going on and she really didn’t want to know. Before Joanne and Jan left work that night, they all had been given a story if anyone came asking questions. She was told the next night that Joanne and Jan had quit and moved away after having been paid off for their help. If her brother hadn’t been close to her and didn’t know where she’d moved, it had nothing to do with her.
 

A black Mercedes pulled into the parking lot. No one got out. She wondered if it was her ride.
 

The driver honked the horn.
 

Nancy got up and walked over to the car. The tinted window on the passenger side lowered an inch. She leaned down.
 

“Nancy?” the driver asked.
 

“Yeah.”
 

“Get in. We have your money.”
 

Nancy opened the door and slipped into the comfortable leather seat, the air conditioning hitting her like a fridge door.
 

“Very nice,” she said.
 

The driver pulled out and got on Dixie heading south toward the highway.
 

“Where to?” he asked.
 

“My place.”
 

He looked at her and then looked back at the road.
 

“Oh, right, sorry … I live two blocks from the House of Lancaster. Easier that way. No need of a car. I walk to work.”
 

This little bit of information didn’t seem to impress the driver. He sat rigid, watching the road, not open for a conversation at all.
 

There was movement in the backseat. Nancy turned to see who was with them, but her vision went dark as something hit her in the face.
 

She slumped down and fell out of the seat, her butt hitting the floorboards as she screamed and flailed at her eyes. A fire of pain flared inside her head as her hands grabbed the object on her face. It felt like two knives were sticking out of her eye sockets.
 

Her mind raced and her hand flailed as the pain rose higher to match her screaming. Convulsions hit her body, knocking her hands off the knife handles.
 

She curled up on the floorboards of the Mercedes, all ninety-five pounds of her, spilling blood and brain fluid onto the carpet, wondering what happened.
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