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Chapter 1
Jet Lag


Irecognized the voice immediately. Calm. Detached. Too calm, too smooth. It wasn’t just a voice—it was the kind of voice that sent a chill down your spine. “Mr. Rivers,” she said, the words coming out like a practiced monotone, “We have completed the bank wire as instructed.”

Usually, that would be the end of it. No acknowledgment. Just a quiet click as I hung up. But not this time.

I heard her pause—just for a second. Then, a soft, intake of breath, as if she were gathering herself before saying something that didn’t belong.

“Mr. Rivers,” she continued, her tone still unnervingly calm, “Mr. Kassim would like to see you in his office. As soon as possible.”

Then—nothing. Just the hollow sound of a dial tone, like a door slamming shut.

When your new Middle Eastern clients who are known to require unquestionable loyalty at all costs have just entrusted you with several hundred million dollars to invest, tells you they want to see you in their office soon, the location of their office is not important. You go. When the stakes are this high. Trust does not enter the equation. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, I would continue pursuing without hesitation, taking no prisoners. My competition did not, which would push me to always be ready to strike first. But first I had to get there.

Flying is a task that has never been my favorite due to the intense jet lag that follows and has become a conquest. Over the years, I have experimented with various remedies such as controlling my food intake and avoiding alcohol during the flight. While these strategies did not end jet lag, they did help manage it better. It is not flying, but rather the exhausted state I will be in by the end of my transatlantic journey. However, each time I conquer this challenge, I am filled with a sense of accomplishment that fuels my determination to overcome the next hurdle.

Later, I learned about the Concorde and took many trips, cutting my flying time in half. The Concorde was a supersonic jet. When this jet hit its cruising altitude of 60,000 feet. You could see the coverture of the earth. It was a fuselage. Long and narrow with two seats on each side. And a party fight. The flight attendants would give you a full bottle of wine if requested and lots of snacks. Mainly cheese. First class at a different level. After a crash killed many, including all the passengers and even four people on the ground when it crashed into a small restaurant / hotel, the jet was eventually halted. It was also an expensive way to fly. I took two of my coworkers with me once, flying into Paris. The one-way cost for the three of us was eighteen thousand dollars. And this was in the nineties.

After eight hours in the air, I finally arrived in London, ready to face the unexpected at the airport. The early morning meetings always assessed my willpower, but by mid-morning, I would usually gain a second wind thanks to adrenaline. Upon landing at Heathrow Airport, my typical routine was to grab a cab, quickly freshen up in my hotel room, and head off to a meeting in the busy financial district of London. I remember one meeting where I had to wait for two hours, pacing nervously in the lobby. Their cameras watched my every move. It was a thrilling test of my resolve, a challenge I was determined to overcome, adding a sense of adventure to my business trips.

Heathrow Airport, a hub that attracts people from all social classes, always intrigues me. The diverse mix of cultures converging here is fascinating and highly educational. From seeing to occasionally interacting with this melting pot, I have honed my people skills and gained a deeper appreciation for the world’s diversity.

I reflected just weeks ago. I had completed a one-billion-dollar trade with my client, a deal leaving the big Wall Street firms scratching their heads and wondering about me. It was a significant milestone in my career, a testament to my hard work and dedication. This achievement was not just about the deal but also the personal journey and growth that led me to this point. The trade involved complex negotiations, sleepless nights, and intense pressure. I persevered and came out on top, proving my resilience and commitment to my work.

My Middle Eastern clients have always been kind enough to offer to have a car pick me up to take me to my hotel. Opting for independence is a trait of mine. Doing this sometimes got me lost or in over my head. I needed the feeling of freedom with an escape route in place. These clients were very controlling, living in a world of secrets. They oversaw my every move, whether at a meeting or dinner. I would always have a way out. One thing is sure: my arrival in London and taking a cab to the hotel was always an adventure.

Those who drive the London Black Cabs are a fascinating breed. Each character is unique and evolves once they begin navigating the city’s streets. Their charm sets them apart from other cab drivers worldwide, making every ride an intriguing experience.

I handed my single, overpacked, and quite heavy bag to the cab driver, who dropped it into the boot. We were ready to go toward my hotel, which would take about 35 minutes, depending on the traffic and my driver.

“Where to sir?” My driver spoke first as I entered the cab. His voice was a little hoarse, odds are from smoking, with a little rasp at the end.

I replied, “Hyde Park.”

The driver settled into his seat and turned to me with a hint of seriousness. “That’s quite a large target, sir. Do you think you could narrow it down a bit for me, young chap?” he quipped, his arm resting casually on the car seat.

I replied, “Oh, sorry, the Hilton.”

Without looking at me, the driver replied, “No problem. Although reading minds does cost extra.”

“That makes sense,” I chuckled. There was a brief silence as the driver navigated through traffic. I noticed the cab was clean and well-maintained.

“Do you have your hippocampus radar on?” I joked with the driver.

He looked at me through his large round glasses through the review mirror, “I was part of a study a few years back. They used an MRI to scan our brains while we played an off-key game. We got paid for it.”

I asked, “Do you think it’s true?”

The driver continued with a light-hearted tone, “Don’t worry, I’ll stick my head out the window if my oversized brain explodes.”

The driver chuckled and glanced at me through his rearview mirror. He was a stout man, around five foot seven inches, carrying quite a bit of weight. I estimated him to be around 210 pounds in his sixties. He wore a blue jacket that stretched over his stomach, covering a red shirt underneath. His round glasses perched on his nose, and his eyes met mine in the mirror, reflecting a warm and friendly gaze.

He said, “Now we’ve established, I have an oversized brain that may explode at any moment. Where are you from, sir?”

I chuckled before responding, “You can always ask.”

The driver said, “The accent. I’ve heard it before, but I can’t place it.”

Keeping the conversation light, I replied, “Use your big brain.”

His eyes met mine in the rearview mirror, and he said confidently, “One thing is sure, sir. You’re not from New York.”

With pride in my voice, I responded, “Definitely not. I’m from Memphis.”

He continued, “What is your business? You have a hidden aggressive side.”

I did not think it mattered to me to tell this cab driver my line of work. Odds are I would never see him again and odds were you would forget me once I got out of his cab.

I told him, “I am an investment banker and yes, I do have an aggressive side if the place I am in calls for it. I take no prisoners and leave no witnesses,”

As I exited the cab, the driver asked my name.

With a smile, I replied, “Jack Rivers.”

The cab driver said, “My big brain tells me you are headed to an exciting and dangerous journey. I feel it in my bones. You be careful young man and watch your back.” Then he chuckled and said, “I will never forget a name like Jack Rivers from Memphis.

I had been to this hotel before; they knew my check-in routine by now. I preferred to avoid the usual formalities. I would get my room key and head straight to the shower before rushing to a meeting. This time was different. I greeted the door attendant, handed him a five-dollar bill, and went to the check-in desk. I enjoyed the lobby’s decor. In the corner of the lobby was a sitting area. I could see a large round-brimmed black hat in the little seating area.

The check-in lady broke that observation, greeting me with a smile as I approached her desk. I thanked her and could not help but glance over at the mysterious figure in the black hat. She had long black hair, oversized sunglasses, and a petite frame. She did not seem interested in interacting with me. Disappointed but not surprised, I returned to check in and received my room key. I turned to leave, and the check-in lady handed me an envelope, telling me it had arrived for me the night before. I headed towards the elevator doors made of polished brass, which perfectly reflected everything in the lobby. The lady was peeking from behind her glasses. Her emerald, green eyes danced in the lobby lights. I pushed the button for my floor while looking directly at her.

Upon reaching my room, I opened the note at once.

Mr. Rivers, I am sorry for any inconvenience. Our meeting this morning will not take place. I will pick you up for dinner this evening instead. Expect further communication from me. Respectfully, Kassim.

If one thing I have learn about Middle Easten investors. They marched to their own drum beat.

.


Chapter 2
The Black Hat


My room had an inviting king-sized bed, but I was not tired yet. My body had filled with adrenaline. If I tried to sleep now, I would only sleep for an hour and then be wide awake. Instead of fighting it, I quickly showered to wash off the travel dust. A pub down the street had been around for over a century. I have always enjoyed visiting places with history.

As I descended in the elevator, my mind was consumed by the lady in the black hat. Her presence had lingered in my thoughts. I harbored no illusions she would still be there. I had promised myself I would sit across from her and read the paper if she were still there. The elevator doors opened, and to my disappointment, she was gone.

Arriving at the pub at 9:30 a.m., the remnants of the previous night’s revelry remained clear. The bar stretches twenty feet and has fifteen seats. Plenty of room to spread out. Well-dressed men occupied two seats, and another man stood nearby. They exuded an air of camaraderie, enjoying each other’s company over a morning drink. Not wanting to intrude, yet also not wanting to be near the door, I chose a seat away from them, my curiosity peeked.

The bartender greeted me cheerfully. “Good morning, sir.”

His friendly demeanor made it easy for me to return the greeting with equal enthusiasm. “I’ll have a cold beer, please,” I said with a smile.

“Coming right up! What flavor are you in the mood for this fine morning?” the bartender asked.

“A Guinness would be fine,” I replied.

“Got it,” he said.

I sipped on the first beer slowly, letting the long flight out of my mouth. I finished it, and I ordered another one from the bartender.

“Another one, please?” I asked.

“Of course!” The bartender replied with a smile.

I quickly drank my second cold beer, realizing I needed to eat something. I sat my empty mug down and looked around. I noticed three men next to me observing me closely. I gave them a friendly nod and smiled.

One of the men said, “Enjoying your morning, sir?”

I nodded in agreement, responding, “Yes, it’s turning out to be quite enjoyable. How about you, gentlemen?”

They all smiled and nodded in return. The man nearest me added, “There’s no reason not to enjoy such a beautiful morning like this.”

The bartender placed another beer in front of me without even asking. It was okay since I planned on ordering one anyway. I scanned the room again. Noticing a table near the window, I had not seen. The shades were shut in front of that one table. It was the lady in the black hat. I considered switching seats for a better view. Then again, it could also make my intentions too obvious if I turned my whole body towards her table.

Instead, I turned back to the three gentlemen at the bar. “If it’s alright with you, gentlemen, allow me to buy you a round.”

They all turned towards me and lifted their half-empty mugs for a toast. The man in the middle, with his tie slightly loose, responded graciously, “Thank you very much. And here’s to your good health.”

I wanted to look closer at the woman in the black hat. I knew turning openly toward her would give away my interest.

I kept up a conversation with the men at the bar. “How are you all doing today?”

The man in the middle continued to lead the conversation by saying they were enjoying a morning beer.

I smiled slightly, “I’m doing the same now. I flew in from Memphis this morning for a meeting that was postponed. To fight my jet lag, I figured I’d enjoy a few beers and grab something to eat before napping this afternoon.”

The man standing at the end of the bar perked up when he heard me mention Memphis and engaged in our conversation. “Memphis? I am a Muddy Waters fan myself. What about you?”

I responded, “I appreciate all types of music. Growing up near Beale Street was a treat for me.”

He stuck to his love for Muddy Waters and asked my opinion, “But what about Muddy Waters?”

I challenged him by saying, “You just play something, and I’ll feel it. Is that good enough for you, or do you want more?”

I stood up from my chair and moved closer to them. “It’s good to meet you; it’s my pleasure,” I said again.

The second man was seated, leaning over the bar, and appeared to be the most proper of the three based on his attire. He dressed in nice slacks, a white shirt with a buttoned collar, and a slightly loose power tie in bold red. I patted the first man on the back with my left hand. The second man quickly spun on his right elbow and stuck his large right hand out to shake mine.

“Pleased to meet you,” he said.

I knew this handshake would be solid and firm as our eyes met, showing little facial expressions. It was a simple grin and bear-it handshake that ended quickly—perfectly fine with me. Standing up gave me an advantage in height and leverage. The man seemed friendly enough and more of a leader than the other two.

I responded, “It’s good to meet you too, and thank you for having a drink with me.” I glanced to my left to check on the lady in the black hat. She was still there.

The man in the middle continued. “What brings you to our city?”

With a slight hint of standoffishness, I replied, “It’s all right to ask. You can always ask.”

He sat up straighter and apologized, “Oh, I didn’t mean to pry into your affairs.”

I toned down my aggression and responded calmly, “There is no need for apologies. I am sorry if I came off strong. I’m tired from my flight. Jet lag affects me badly.”

He relaxed his posture and said, “No problem.”

I continued, “I work in finance and have some clients in this city.”

He seemed pleasant and wanted to keep the conversation friendly, saying, “Ah, I see. I know bankers myself. I understand you may be limited in what you can say, just like me.”

Smiling, I replied, “Thanks. I am an investment banker.”

The man at the end of the bar was persistent, “So, how do you feel about Muddy Waters?”

I had to give a direct answer. “I absolutely love Delta blues music. It’s among my favorite and some of the best music in the world.”

They were all so different. The first reminded me of an average person you meet daily. I grew up around people like him - someone who was not afraid to get their hands dirty. The second man reminded me of someone I would do business with, and the last man reminded me of Sid Vicious. These three men were completely different from each other, but that is what makes the world interesting. I was eager to find out more about the lady in the black hat. After exchanging handshakes with everyone at the bar, I moved closer to stand on the man’s right side at the bar’s end. This gave me a clear view of the entire bar.

Raising my glass, I said “cheers” to everyone and called for the bartender. “Bartender,” I said loudly enough for everyone to hear, “I’d like to buy everyone in this bar a drink, including yourself, if possible.”

The bartender nodded at me, saying yes. The three men gave me a silent “cheer” with their drinks. The bartender circled behind us and approached the woman. They exchanged words and he returned to the bar without uttering a sound, pulling five beers for us. He handed one to each of us and raised his own, saying, “Cheers.”

I was more focused on the lady in the black hat. We all took sips from our mugs. I glanced down at her again. She was leaving. She gave me a slight glance. I could see her sparkling green eyes again. The bartender noticed my distraction and told me she appreciated my offer and would accept my offer the next time we met. I wondered why there would be a next time. I returned to my hotel. The receptionist handed me an envelope. Once in my room, I opened it to find another plan change. The note read that Kassim apologized for the change. He had arranged a flight to Paris for me. Everything would be handled. I was excited about this surprise trip. I packed and headed to the airport. The critical lesson is if I am going to get the big payday. When it was time to jump. I jumped.


Chapter 3
Swiss


The flight from London to Paris was not eventful. I could not get the lady in the black hat out of my mind. I landed in Paris and saw a man in a suit holding a sign that said, “Mr. Jack Rivers.” He directed me to a Mercedes-Benz and handed me an envelope. Inside the envelope was a note apologizing for any inconvenience and informing me that a rental car would be available for me. The note told me to enjoy Paris. And they would take care of all expenses. The driver dropped me off at the Hotel Ritz. The hotel porters welcomed me, leading me to the front desk. The service was first class, including champagne. Mr. Eric, the hotel’s credit manager, told me my host would pay my bill. I intended to enjoy my stay fully.

A slow walk around Paris was in order. The front desk told me it would be a 20-minute walk to the Louvre. As I walked, I was captivated by the beautiful old architecture, the sound of my footsteps echoing on the cobblestone streets, and the rich history of Paris seeming to seep from every building.

The streets were bustling with locals and tourists, each absorbed in their Parisian adventure. Passing by charming cafes with outdoor seating and freshly baked pastries filled the air. I approached a large intersection with train tracks running through the middle of the streets and cars speeding by in every direction. I will be careful crossing this maze. There was a quaint café at the corner of the intersection. Inside, I met John Luke, who introduced himself as my waiter and asked if I wanted bread and wine. Of course, being in France, I said yes to both, despite my reservations about potentially meeting snobby French people. John Luke was kind and professional, talking about my accent briefly before returning with my treats. I snacked on bread and cheese while watching the traffic chaos outside. John Luke warned me to be careful crossing the intersection. With my refreshments finished, it was to venture back into the busy streets.

Approaching the first three lanes of traffic, I noticed the light to my left was red. I stepped off the sidewalk onto the street without thinking much about it. Suddenly, a loud screeching sound startled me. I turned to see a black Mercedes-Benz sliding towards me. I quickly jumped back. The car came within inches of my leg. The light was still red, and the driver was visibly angry, with his face turning red. Before I could ponder further, the man rolled down his window and yelled at me to get out of the way. I did not want to escalate the situation. I raised my hand to say sorry. I was about to walk away when the back window rolled down. There she was again, the lady in the black hat. She smiled at me through her partially rolled-down window, and instantly, I saw those emerald, green eyes - ones I will never forget. Trying not to let my guard down, I glanced at the intimidating driver to ensure he stayed put.

“We meet again, Mr. Rivers.” She spoke.

Confused, I replied, “Do I know you?”

Her smile faded, and she said, “I have heard things about you, Mr. Rivers. I will see you around.” Her words left me with a sense of unease, as if there was a hidden history between us.

The light turned green, and the driver sped off without hesitation. Watching the car disappear into the distance, I could not help but feel a mix of curiosity and apprehension. Who was this woman, and how did she know me? I knew one thing for sure. The driver was someone to avoid.

After my visit to the Louvre, I took my time and was extra cautious crossing the still-busy intersection. I arrived back at the café. John Luke greeted me at the front gate, smiled, and welcomed me back—my two hours at the Louvre had been pleasant, except for that strange encounter with the black Mercedes-Benz and its intimidating driver.

“Welcome back, Mr. Rivers. How was your adventure?” John Luke asked.

I responded to him, “It was a fun time. I enjoyed it. Thank you for asking.”

John Luke gestured to me to follow him inside the café, saying, “I have reserved a seat for you inside, Mr. Rivers. Please follow me.” His warm smile and friendly demeanor made me feel welcome despite the strange encounter I had experienced with the lady in the black hat.

The café ‘s interior was charming, with elegant wooden furnishings fitting snugly into its narrow spaces. Soft, warm lighting cast a cozy glow over the room, and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. John Luke led me through the café, past a long bar, until we arrived at a service area. There stood a tall blonde lady. She was my height.

She touched John Luke’s shoulder, saying, “I’ll take it from here, John Luke. Thank you.”

With a smile, she extended her hand and introduced herself as Swiss. She told me she had good things about me. Her introduction sparked a sense of anticipation and curiosity as I wondered what this encounter would bring. I could not help but feel excited about getting to know this intriguing woman.

Maintaining eye contact with her, I responded with a grateful nod and said, “Thank you for such a compliment.”

She chuckled and replied, “A sense of humor is always appreciated.”

I remarked, “Everyone knows my name and I only know you. It seems I’m at a disadvantage here.”

Swiss pulled out a barstool and invited me to sit down. I looked around the café; her gaze was fixed on me. I could not help but remain alert, not wanting to be caught off guard by anyone like my earlier encounter with the driver.

The bartender appeared before us as we sat and placed napkins on the counter. “What may I get for you?” he asked.

Swiss requested a glass of champagne and said, “Mr. Rivers, please order anything you like. It is my treat.”

Still unable to connect Swiss to this place, I smiled and said, “A nice cold beer and a cold mug, please.”

The bartender promptly brought our drinks, moving away without saying a word.

I finished half my beer and asked Swiss, “Where is your friend with the black hat and green eyes?”

She replied, “Katie? Or do you mean Kathryn? She apologizes for not being able to join us tonight. She wants to meet you. We’re not bad people; we know who you work for and are trying to understand your role.”

In a soft tone, I replied, “Well, I believe that’s between my clients and myself, don’t you think?”

Swiss said, “I’m just asking.”

With a friendly smile, I responded, “It’s always okay to ask.” Finishing off my beer, I looked at her and said, “Thank you for the drink.”

She touched my arm, halting my attempt to stand up. “Please, Mr. Rivers, stay a while longer. Let me treat you to another beer and a bite to eat. It’s on the house.”

I hesitated momentarily but ultimately decided to see where this was going. Swiss motioned to the bartender, and he came over at once, neglecting his other customers with a wave of her hand.

The bartender asked respectfully, “What can I get for you, Swiss?”

She responded confidently, “Mr. Rivers can have anything he desires; it’s all on the house.”

The bartender nodded and replied, “As you wish, Swiss.”

Swiss stood up, sipped her champagne, and set down her glass before turning to me. “It was lovely meeting you today, Mr. Rivers. We are hosting a party tonight at Le Den Devils. Your name will be on the guest list. You will have no trouble getting in. The party begins at 11 p.m., wear whatever you like. I hope to see you there.” She gave me a slightly suggestive smile before leaving.

I stood up and shook her hand as she left, thanking her for her hospitality. I watched her leave the café, noticing other patrons were watching her walk away. She was wearing white sandals and had long, smooth legs. Her hair was blonde and cut just above her shoulders. She looked stunning and was someone not to mess with.

The bartender asked politely, “Would you care for something to eat? Our oysters are exceptional.”

I nodded in agreement without saying anything, and within minutes, he placed a dozen oysters in front of me. They were delicious for me to ask for another. All on the house, Swiss had said.

The bartender could not help but ask, “How do you know Swiss?”

I replied, “We just met about 20 minutes ago.”

He raised an eyebrow in surprise and remarked, “Impressive. Swiss doesn’t usually speak to strangers.”

I shrugged and said, “Lucky me, I guess.”

He brought over the second serving of oysters; I asked if he knew Katie.

He smiled and replied, “Katie and Swiss are like sisters.”

I continued asking questions, and he answered them willingly. “And what about that big guy who drives for Katie?”

With a warning tone, he responded, “You mean Hans?”

I nodded yes.

In a serious tone, the bartender said, “He can be dangerous. His job is to protect Swiss and Katie.”

After finishing my meal and leaving a few francs on the table as gratuity, I thanked the bartender for his hospitality and set off towards my hotel. On my way, I stumbled upon a sign that read “The Baccarat Museum” and decided to check it out since I had nothing else planned until 11 p.m. Inside, the unique chandeliers caught my attention.

An elderly French man approached me and politely asked, “May I assist you, sir?”

I expressed my admiration, “This place is amazing,” I said, looking around at all the beautiful chandeliers. I told him, “One day, I will come back and buy one for myself. Tell me about that one.”

He smiled and replied, “You have excellent taste, sir; that one is called the Violin Piece.”

This chandelier hangs in my house today.


Chapter 4
Le Devils Den


It was only 9:30 p.m., and I was bored. I knew with the party starting at 11, they would party until sunrise, recalling Swiss saying to come as you wish. I had been wearing a business suit for days, waiting for a meeting to start. It was time to dress comfortably in my customary attire: blue jeans, a starched white shirt, a blue dress jacket, and my Lucchese cowboy boots.

I reflected on the day I bought my Lucchese boots. Burning through boots costing three or four hundred dollars a pair was getting expensive. They just would not last. Within two years, tops, they were falling apart. A friend and I were in New Orleans years ago, doing what they do best in The Big Easy. It was late afternoon, and we took a horse-drawn buggy ride. We were talking about boots. I was complaining about mine.

I looked down at my friend’s boots, asking. “Who made those boots. You have had them for a while. And I have been through two pairs since you bought those boots.”

He smiled and pointed down the road on the left.

I slide forward from my old leather but well-oiled seat to tell the driver, “Do us a favor and let us out in front of that boot store on the left.”

This store had been here a long time. The architecture tells you the building was built in the late 20s or 30s. What was even more impressive was that this establishment had been in business for a long time. The store’s name and services were engraved in the building: “Shoe Repair.” I was excited about this visit. I remember thinking that if they had serviced what they sold and had been here this long, the odds were that this store knew what they were doing.

We entered the store. It smelled of fresh leather. A little deeper breath revealed feet. It was not nasty; the leather overcame the foot smell.

A lady greeted us,“ How can I help you, young men?

My friend leads our conversation. Pointing at me, he said.“ My friend needs a real pair of boots.”

She looked at my feet from her sitting position over the counter. I was wearing a pair of ragged-out boots. She looked up at me and smiled. She pushed her eyes to guide us and said, “Go over there and speak to that young man.”

My friend and I looked in the direction she had guided us to look. We looked at one another with a bit of wonder. We only saw one other person in the store. An elderly man who looked to be as old as the building,

My friend started the conversation, “How are you, sir? My friend here is tired of wearing cheap boots. Do you think you can help him out?”

This man had a little hunch in his back. From looking down for years, one could assume. He had a leather apron. He asks me. “What size do you wear?

He was polite but to the point, I stayed with him, “I’m a size twelve.”

He walked over to the boot shelf, looking up and down the rack, and times back at me. He took a pair of boots from the shelf, walked over to me, and said, “Put these on.”

After pacing the room with the boots on, I said, “I will take them. How much?

He said, “I thought you wanted a pair of boots. If you must ask how much. We may need to reduce the price. The creature these boots are from is an animal that would outlast you in the swamp. And his skin will, without doubt, will outlast you in this lifetime. They are horn-back alligator skins. Bulletproof.”

I replied, “I will buy these boots.” They were two thousand dollars.

It was time to go to the party. I stopped at the Hemingway bar, which was small, with a Hemingway bust at the door. It is rumored this is where Hemingway would drink a Bloody Mary. His wife would smell his breath when he came home. This was how he slipped a drink in during the day. It may be true. There were three or four other people in the bar.

The bartender said, “Welcome to the Hemingway bar, sir.”

I nodded with a smile, saying. “Thank you. And what bar is that one across the hall?”

He looked toward the bar across the hallway and said, “That’s a private bar. Unless you stay at the Ritz, you may enter if you show your room key. It’s a very private and upscale place.”

I replied. “Thank you. I will keep that in mind. I headed to The Devil’s Den. Have you been there?”

He said very proudly. “Yes, I have. Very exclusive parties.”

I told him. “I’ve never been there.”

He looked impressed. “Then you must know someone, sir.”

I continued, “Do you know Swiss?”

He said, “Swiss, she is a very charming lady.”

I pushed on with questions, “So, you know her?”

He said, “We have met. Swiss is a profoundly serious businessperson. She owns part of quite a few bars in Paris.”

I ordered a small taste of the appetizers and wine. I took it very slowly. I was in for a long night. At 10:45, I settled with the bartender and walked to The Devil’s Den. Arriving at the top of the steps right at 11 p.m. They called it the den because I would have to go down into the basement of a large building. At the top of the steps were two security guards. They were huge men dressed in matching black suits. There were about thirty people in line. I was not about to stand in line. Walking around everyone, straight to the door attendants.

I told them, “My name is Jack Rivers, and Swiss told me I did not have to stand in line.”

The large man looked at his list, “Mr. Rivers?”

I replied, “Yes.”

He pointed down the steps and said, “Enjoy yourself. Be careful of the steps.”

I extended by hand, “Thank you very much.” He extended his hand to return the handshake. I handed him a $20 bill and headed down the steps without a reply. At the bottom of the steps was a hatcheck girl in a small room to the right. Standing to the left was another large man in the same matching suit. I passed the hat-checked room and approached two large double doors. They were eighteen feet tall, and they were huge.

The attendant opened the door for me and said, “Welcome, and have a good time.”

The size of this bar overwhelmed me. I was on a balcony level, circling the entire balcony were private tables about twenty feet apart. I saw another room with one-way glass, one of the sliding windows was open, and I could a lady standing with her back to the open window. It had to be Swiss. I saw her from behind at the café. In front of me was a double-wide staircase leading down into the main bar area. It was a French discotheque. I looked for the path of least resistance to the closest bar, thinking I would let my host find me, feeling this night would be long and full of surprises.

I ordered Jack Daniels and Coke with lime. The charming, well-dressed bartender, who was quite cute, served me quickly. I sipped my drink for 10 minutes when there was a light tap on my back—it was Swiss.

“Mr. Rivers, welcome.” I turned, looking over my left shoulder. It was Swiss, as expected.

I responded. “Jack, please.”

Her smile was deep with meaning. “Well, Jack, if you follow me, I’d like to introduce you to someone.”

As I followed Swiss, I saw another private room with the same one-way glass. The doors were open, and there looked to be about 20 or 30 people inside. The doorway was guarded by another large man in the same matching suit as the ones at the front door.

Once in the room, I could tell this was the privileged group, or at least thought they were that evening. The front of the room, overlooking the dance floor, was the darkest and offered a long black leather bench seat. To the right, just inside the door, was a bar lit by gold colored lighting. This was the brightest area in this room. In the middle of the room was a small dance floor with flashing spotlights gleaming down. The lighting was dark blue in the far corner of the room. I could make out tables and chairs full of people, but no faces. I assumed Katie would be here since I had yet to spot her elsewhere.

Swiss took me by the hand in a playful manner, “Come on, Jack, I have great parties.”

She danced us straight through the middle of the room, across the dance floor, and into the dark blue lighted area. I joined in, following as gracefully as I could. Swiss took the time to slow our pace in the middle of the dance floor. She danced circles around me. She was showing Katie I had arrived. I saw Katie sitting and looking at me; I let go of Swiss’s hand and walked directly over to Katie. Just as I was about to reach speaking range, Hans stepped in between Katie and me. He had to be six feet five inches and a good 250 pounds. Just as I was beginning to look up at him, one of the dancers from behind me bumped into me, pushing me hard enough into Hans that I had to put my hands up to slow my movement. My left hand went to the middle of his chest, and my right hand went to his left side. I felt a gun. He pushed me back hard. This situation was about to escalate when Katie appeared from behind Hans. She just looked at him, and Hans, without a word, moved to the back of the dark blue room. He did give me one last hard glance.

With a smile, Katie put her hand out to shake, which I accepted. “I am Katherine. I know you, Jack Rivers, and you work in Memphis. Neither I nor my company can figure you out.”

I smiled and leaned over a little so she could hear me above the music. “Perhaps you should ask,” I said.

She responded, “We have but have not been given a response.”

I smiled at her and spoke. “Perhaps you are asking the wrong person.”

She quickly smiled back and spoke, “Perhaps that’s the problem. Please sit down; we’re drinking champagne.”

As soon as I sat down, a glass of cold champagne was in front of me; I took a sip, slid my chair a little closer to her, and asked. “Should I call you Katie or Katherine?”

She smiled, replying. “When I am working, it is Katherine.”

I asked. “Are you working now?”

She kept up the jousting. “I’m always working in some form or another, but tonight, please call me Katie.”

I acknowledged her choice. “Okay, Katie, who do you work for? That would bring so much attention my way.”

She told me. “You must know we are in the same line of work.”

I wanted confirmation. “Perhaps, but enlighten me, please.”

She almost snapped; she was a lady used to getting her way. “Do not try to play me, Jack.”

“I’m not afraid of you or Hans,” I said. I looked over at Hans, who was three chairs away. He could not hear us. I lifted my glass to him, offering a toast. Hans did not move but just kept staring at me.

Katie was quick to get my attention back and away from Hans. “I work for D.W.C. and H. I have a PhD in business from Harvard. On the other hand, you went to college for two years, yet you seem to be taking business from our firm.”

I confirmed what she knew. “Oh, the billion-dollar trade I just completed.”

Smiling, she said. “Yes, Jack, that one. How?

I laid into her a little to see how far I could push her. “Does hard work matter to you? You know I did not go to college. Are you assuming I cannot read? The library is full of books.”

She looked almost impressed and asked, “Is that how you taught yourself?”

Without expression, I said. “Yes.”

She took a sip of her champagne and spoke. “If that is true, then that is quite amazing.”

I continued, “Well, I’m self-taught about finance. Any book you wish to read can be found at the library.”

Assessing me, she said. “Perhaps you should come to work for us.”

I played right back and asked, “Why? What do you have to offer?” I stood and said, “Please excuse me; I must go to the bathroom.”

I was about to walk away when a familiar tap was on my shoulder. Swiss asked, “Where are you off to Jack?”

I spoke. “To the restroom, I’ll be back.”

Swiss smiled and said. “Jack, you owe me a dance.”

I gazed into her beautiful blue eyes and spoke. “Okay, that is a deal. Now, where is the restroom?”

Swiss directed me, “There is a private one out the door over there and to the left, and the public restroom is back by the bar and to the left where I found you; your choice.”

I said, “Thanks. Do not leave me.”

Deciding to escape this crowd momentarily, heading for the bathroom by the entrance. Rounding the corner, I saw another flight of steps down to the restroom area. The stairwell was lined with people who were doing more than drinking champagne; there was the smell of pot. Most were high on something. I moved around them, stepping over who I could and on one or two, based on the sounds I heard in the dark stairwell. There were just doorways, with really no privacy. Inside the men’s area were three or four stalls with what looked like old saloon doors. I picked one. Caught off guard, the old wooden doors slammed into my back.

I roared, “I will be out in a minute.”

It happened again, and enough was enough. I kicked the middle of the doors as hard as possible.

I heard, “Oh, my nose. I think the American broke my nose.”

I walked out and said, “Do that again, and I will break more than your nose.”

At that moment, I felt a sharp pain in my left kidney. It dropped to one knee. My boots had no grip on this nasty, slippery floor.

I heard a second voice behind me, “We do the breaking around here, American.”

I tried to get up, but a fist hit me in the middle of my back, and the voice of the man hitting me said, “You stay down, American. This is our club.”

In pain, I asked, “Who are you guys, and why are you doing this? I am just here to party a little.”

I did not try to move but looked under my body to see where the second guy was standing. Looking up, the first guy was still holding his nose.

He looked down at me and said, “We are your worst nightmare, American.”

I had the second guy’s location, seeing his feet just to my back left. He was standing close. I used my right hand to give me the most leverage. Taking hold of his left pants leg, I pulled fast and as hard as I could back toward the right and up under me; crossing his legs up, I kicked straight back hard, taking all his balance away from him. He lost his balance, hitting the floor hard. I had my senses back from the two cheap shots he had given me from behind and came up fast. The first man was not paying attention, thinking his friend had me under control. He had moved to the mirror and looked at his swollen nose in the cracked mirror. It was too late for him to react when he realized I was standing next to him. I walloped him on his red nose. I quickly glanced over my left shoulder to check on the second man sitting on the floor rubbing the back of his head. These guys were not muggers or fighters; someone put them up to this attack. Turning my attention back to the red-nosed man.

I put my right hand on the back of his neck, pushing his face against the mirror; I got close to his ear and whispered, “If you don’t tell me who put you up to this, I will use this mirror to cut your nose off. Who do you work for?”

He cried out in pain, “I cannot tell you. He will kill us.”

I asked, “Was it Hans?”

He was ready for this adventure to be over and said, “Yes, yes, it was Hans.”

Pushing him away, I used the broken mirror to clean up. Overall, I was fine. My side still felt the punch, and my knee was wet from the floor. I walked over to the second man, still on the floor. As I approached, he lowered his head, covering it with both hands. Now I knew for sure these men were not fighters. I just left.

I stopped at the bar where Swiss had found me, ordering a drink to get my composure. After finishing my drink, I returned to the private room. As I approached the table, I could see Hans watching me; I did not let on; I could see him. A man was sitting in my chair next to Katie.

I tapped him on the shoulder while leaning over and said, “Please excuse me for a moment, I really need to speak with Katie.”

He looked at me and then at Katie, who smiled at him. He stood and moved away, and I sat down.

Katie said, “Good to see you back, Jack.”

I looked at her hard and spoke, “I thought it might be a surprise, but we did not finish talking.”

She smiled nervously, “There is always time to talk.”

I said, “Yes, and then there is a time when action is better than talking.”

Katie said with a surprised tone of voice, “What do you mean, Jack?”

I picked up my glass of champagne, turned my head toward Hans, and took a sip. Hans was looking right at me. He was only one chair over me, so I knew he could hear me.

I said calmly to him, “Hans. You should learn to be man enough to do your on dirty work.”

Hans lost control, coming out of his seat after me. This was my plan. I knew Hans would not go over Katie, making him hesitate to move toward me. This gave me time to get hold of his tie. I pulled his neck to the table and reached into his coat’s side. I found the pistol. I knew the door attendants would be on us fast. Quickly, I removed the clip from his gun; just before the big door attendant separated us, I put the clip in my pocket and sat down like nothing had happened.

Katie said, “Jack, I’m sorry. I do not know why Hans acted that way. Are you okay?”

I asked aggressively, “Is this how you scare off the competition?”

Katie continued her defense, “I swear, Jack. I don’t know what you are talking about.”

I relaxed a little and said. “Time will tell.”

Swiss asked, “What is happening, Jack.”

I was brief, “Not sure, but it seems Hans does not like me.”

Swiss did not seem surprised, “He’s an animal. I’m sorry, Jack.”

I remained aware of my surroundings. I said, “No one got hurt, but I think it is time for me to leave.”

Swiss smiled at me and said, “I understand, but the night is young in Paris. Wait here; I’ll be right back.”

Swiss went to the bar in the corner and was back in just a minute. When she returned, she handed me a card, saying, “There’s a bar just down the street to the right when you leave the club. Give this to the doorman, and I’ll be down in about an hour.”

I looked at the card, then back at Swiss, and said, “Thanks, Swiss. I’ll think about it.”

I left. There was not much to think about; Swiss was a beautiful lady, and I would not pass up a chance to have another drink with her. And they had Hans under control.

Entering the nightclub, I heard blues music. Swiss did know a little about me. The music was loud. I tried to order a drink; the bartender kept pointing to his ears. Finally, I realized he did not speak English. The band was playing old blues songs from Memphis. I decided to wait until they were on break and ask one of them to order for me. At their break, one of the band members came to the bar. I stuck out my hand to introduce myself, quickly figuring out he spoke little English. They could sing songs but not talk about the language. He was nice about it, soon realizing I just wanted a drink. He said something to the bartender. The bartender motioned me behind the bar, pointing to the glasses, ice, and liquor. I could make one drink, Jack, and Coke with a lime. I made myself a drink, then looked up, and a couple pointed for me to make them what I had just made, or at least this is what I thought they were trying to say. I made them the drink, and they tasted it and smiled. Soon, everyone in the club was at the bar, and I made everyone the same drink. It was great fun. This went on for an hour or so.

I saw Swiss walk into the bar. She looked at me, smiling with amazement, and said, “I guess I’ll have what everyone else is having, Jack. You’re one crazy man.”

She helped keep the moment light. I went with her attitude, “Great place, great people, and thank you for sending me here.”

Still, with a smile and a looming question for me, she responded and asked, “It’s my pleasure. What time do you get off?’

Smiling, I said, “I think now would be a good time.”

I motioned to the bartender, who was enjoying the break I had given him; he smiled, shaking Swiss’s hand, and resumed his job.

I sat beside Swiss and said, “I’m sorry I left your party, but I thought it was for the best.”

She asked, I was convinced she was not part of the scene at her party, “What happened, Jack?”

“It’s no big deal and nothing I could not manage,” I said. I told Swiss about what happened in the bathroom, and we continued to chat for about an hour.

I said, “Swiss, I think it is time for me to go to my room.”

She asked, “Are you at the Ritz? It is on my way. I had better walk you home to keep you out of trouble.”

We entered the Ritz by the Hemingway bar. I noticed people going in and out of the private bar. I pulled on Swiss’s arm to lead her in, saying, “Let us have a nightcap in there. I was told I could get in this place with my room key.”

She almost pleaded, “Jack, this bar can be dangerous. Hans comes to this place.”

I smiled, pulled on her, and said, “Good, I’m not afraid of Hans, and I have something that belongs to him.”

Reluctantly, she stopped resisting and said, “As you wish, Jack, but I may be unable to help you in there.”

I ordered two glasses of champagne. My eyes had adjusted to the lighting, and there was Hans, sitting in the corner with two men who looked to be Middle Eastern.

I leaned over and whispered to Swiss, “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

She begged me, “Be careful, Jack.”

At the table, I leaned over, speaking to the two men sitting with Hans. I said, “I’ve nothing against you two gentlemen, but Hans, that is a different story.” Looking at Hans, I said, “Right, Hans?”

Hans was about to get up when the man beside him touched his arm. Hans settled back into his chair.

I looked at the man and said, “Thank you. And Hans, I have something that belongs to you.” I tossed his gun’s clip on the table. “You leave me alone, and I’ll leave you alone. It’s just that simple.” I turned and walked away. He said nothing.

Returning to Swiss and I told her, “I think I should leave well enough alone and leave.”

She smiled, wanting no more trouble. “I agree, Jack; let us go to your room.”

Morning came, we had breakfast, and Swiss left.


Chapter 5
Luxembourg


Shortly after Swiss had left, an envelope was slipped under my door. The note continued this cat-and-mouse game, instructing me my rental car had been delivered to the hotel, and I was to drive it to Luxembourg. It would be a four-hour drive. Despite the mounting tension, my determination to stay in the game was unwavering.

Entering the Luxembourg hotel’s opulent lobby, anticipation washed over me. With its extravagant amenities, the hotel was a mirror image of the Ritz. Despite Kassim’s company’s conservative investment approach, they ensured our business trips included top-notch accommodations.

At the check-in desk, I was filled with cautious anticipation. I knew another note holding the key to my mission would be waiting for me. Hoping for clear instructions but fearing the note might bring more complications, I opened it at the front desk, “Mr. Rivers, I will meet you in the lobby tonight at 9 p.m. Respectfully, Kassim.”

I headed to the lobby at 8 p.m. Walking through the grand lobby, I arrived at the bar and saw Katie sitting with a glass of champagne.

Her emerald, green eyes met mine. “Hello, Jack. It’s good to see you again,” she said with a warm smile.

Giving her an acknowledged nod. I sipped my beer without words.

Katie was not finished, her tone added to the tension, “So, it’s going to be like that.”

I asked curiously, “What do you mean?”

Her voice sounded sincere as she replied, “Jack! Swiss told me what happened.”

That is when it hit me - she must have been referring to the incident in the club’s bathroom. Then I wondered if she was discussing Swiss spending the night with me.

I turned to her and asked, “Exactly what are you talking about?”

She looked puzzled but continued, “I’m talking about what happened at the club. And I know about the other incident as well. Swiss and I are best friends.”

I brushed it off with a smile and said, “I’m listening.”

Trying to assure me, she added, “I had no idea Hans did that to you. He can get out of control sometimes.”

Turning to scan the room, I remarked, “I guess I should always watch my back.”

She smiled and reassured me, “Hans was left in Paris.”

Feeling relieved, I tried to lighten the mood by jokingly saying, “I hope you tied him up to a tree with a thick chain.”

She smiled slightly and replied, “I promise you; I did.”

We continued to look into each other’s eyes. I stated firmly, “Just so we’re clear, Katie. I am not afraid of you, your company, or Hans.”

She responded calmly, “No one wants you to feel afraid or intimidated.”

Taking a sip of my beer, I glanced at her and declared, “I’m not sure what you mean by that statement, but just know that if pushed far enough, I’ll show up at your office in New York and bring the rain.” The tension in the air was thick as I made my point.

Katie touched my arm gently and said, “Calm down, Jack. We’re just having a conversation.”

I relaxed and retorted, “Katie, you work for one of the most aggressive firms on Wall Street - D.W.C.H., also known as Do We Cheat Them and How. Funny enough, I applied for a job there five years ago. They just laughed at me and said I was not ‘blue-blooded’ enough.”

She smiled back at me and remarked, “I bet they’re not laughing now.”

I responded in a forgiving tone, “Maybe not, but let’s move on.”

“You seem to see things my way,” she said with relief. “We could make a great team someday.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “Nice try. I am not falling for your games. I don’t sense any fear from you, so don’t play that card with me.”

She looked away and muttered defensively, “Just doing my job.”

Taking a jab at her, I remarked, “If we weren’t discussing business right now, you probably wouldn’t give me a second thought.”

Katie looked at me and countered, “I’m not entirely sure about that, Jack.”

“That’s just how it feels,” I admitted.

Changing the subject, Katie asked curiously, “What are your plans for this evening? I wonder why they’ve brought both of us here.”

“That’s a good question,” I replied. “Our client is probably keeping an eye on us.”

“Do you think so?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t put it past them,” I answered.

Katie agreed with me, “No, they’re not stupid.”

I said, “This group tends to put me on edge.”

Raising her champagne glass in agreement, she said, “They do the same to me, Jack.”

We both retreated into our thoughts when a voice from behind us suddenly interrupted us.

“Ah, I see you two have met. I hope all is going well.” It was Kassim.

I spoke first, “Yes, we met in Paris. I also had the pleasure of meeting Hans. Have you met him?”

Kassim smiled and replied, “Yes, Jack, I have. He’s quite a large German.”

Smirking, I reassured him, “But not too big to manage.”

Katie stood up from her bar stool and hugged Mr. Kassim lightly. “It’s good to see you again. How is your family? Is your son still playing soccer?”

Kassim beamed with pride, responding, “Yes, he is, and he’s doing very well.”

Katie asked Kassim, “Can I get you a fruit punch?”

“I don’t see why not,” Kassim replied.

There was no need for me to chime in at this point. I knew of Kassim’s children but not their sports endeavors. Kassim was a short man from Pakistan, around five feet six inches tall. I pulled out a bar stool and sat at eye level with Katie and my host.

Turning to me, Kassim engaged in small talk and asked, “Did you play any sports growing up, Jack?”

I answered, “Most of them except soccer. I played baseball, basketball, and wrestling in high school.”

Kassim seemed surprised and asked, “No soccer in America?”

I laughed as I recalled a memory. “Oh yes, I went to a military academy, and we had some guys from Central America there. They were incredible at kicking the ball!”

Kassim was humble and admitted with a smile, “As you can see, I was too short to play basketball.”

I added jokingly, “Perhaps, but I’ve seen people my height who could not jump. Never count yourself out.

Looking over at Katie, Kassim remarked, “See, Katie, this is why we like Jack. He’s always positive.”

Katie nodded in agreement and said, “I’m starting to see that.”

Switching back to business, Kassim waved dismissively at Katie, “We’ve transferred some of our business to Jack.”

Katie at once perked up and said, “Yes, I wanted to talk to you about that.”

Kassim cut her off and said, “In due time. We like Jack. He never seems to give up.”

For the first time since Kassim started speaking, Katie turned to me and acknowledged, “I’ve noticed that too.”

“Okay, okay,” I said with a smile, “I’m blushing now.”

Katie playfully jabbed at me and quipped, “Yeah, Swiss told me you were a little shy at first.”

Not backing down, I retorted confidently, “Well, yeah, but I catch on quickly.”

Katie kept it lighthearted and teased, “I heard that as well.”

Kassim’s expression turned serious as he addressed Katie, “Unfortunately, there has been a change in plans. Kaite, we will not be having dinner this evening. I would happily have breakfast with you tomorrow morning at our downtown office. Is that okay with you?”

She did not really have a choice but to agree. “Of course, I completely understand,” she replied.

Trying to lighten the mood, I said, “Well, it’s good to know I’m not the only one whose plans get changed.”

Kassim said goodbye to Katie, “Shall we go, Jack? My wife has prepared a wonderful Middle Eastern meal for us.”

I followed him to his car and asked about the rental car, “Don’t worry about it, Jack. It will be taken care of later. What do you think of Katie? She’s quite pretty.”

I said, “Pretty like a King Cobra?”

He chuckled along with me before saying, “Yes, indeed.”

The drive through hilly Luxembourg was quiet as we reached his flat. Meeting the boss’s family can be nerve-wracking; one wrong move could ruin everything. Dinner went smoothly, fielding questions from his children. They were curious about my American ways and seemed eager to learn about Western culture. The meal consisted of savory Pakistani dishes. Goat with rice, spicy curry with vegetables, lentils, and chickpeas, and a side salad. It was delicious and satisfying.


Chapter 6
The Smoking Room


After dinner, Kassim invited me to join him in his private smoking room. He mentioned another guest would be joining us soon. We reached the end of the hall, entering a room with computer monitors flickering with live updates from markets worldwide. The setup was impressive and on par with large brokerage firms on Wall Street. Kassim explained they primarily watch financial markets and have offices in various locations, including London and the Cayman Islands. I showed my knowledge of position trading and how they needed more extensive repo lines, like the one I had recently secured for them worth one billion dollars. Kassim was pleased and requested another one-billion-dollar repo line. I reminded him it would involve more paperwork for credit lines. He expressed his faith in me and praised my persistence in calling him for almost four years before completing our first trade together.

Kassim said, “We are impressed you never gave up trying to earn our business.”

A slight laugh escaped my lips. “I almost didn’t make it a few times,” I admitted. “May I take a seat and check out your trading desk?”

Kassim was kind enough to oblige. “Please, help yourself.”

The room was furnished with one oversized chair in the center and two smaller ones on either side. It is known no trader liked having their designated trading chair occupied at any time by others - it was just an unspoken rule of trading etiquette. I settled into one of the smaller chairs, counting twelve screens displaying financial markets from around the globe. They were heavily involved in cross-market trading, buying, and selling in different markets to earn small but significant profits. No wonder Katie worried about me; I could easily compete with her company. I spun around in the chair. I realized why this room is called the “Smoking Room.” A table in the back corner held four chairs, ashtrays filled with cigarette butts, and stacks of unopened cigarette packs scattered on the floor. In the center of the table sat a water pipe.

Curious, I asked Kassim about it. He replied in a friendly yet serious tone: “We use it to relax under all the pressure from our bosses; they don’t take kindly to losses.”

I sympathized, acknowledging that no one likes losses in this game. Kassim explained that being a trader is not just a game for their group—it is their way of life, and they are constantly under pressure to produce results or risk replacement. I asked how long he had been trading for his bosses.

Kassim seemed exhausted as he replied: “Eight years.”

Trying to be positive, I said: “So you’ve beaten the odds.”

He confessed he was growing tired and his wife wanted him to spend more time with the family. This “Smoking Room” existed only because he had tried to quit years ago, and his bosses persuaded him to stay. Kassim reminded me that one of his co-workers would be arriving soon so we could discuss business. He returned to his paperwork. Vital decisions lived and died in this room. I took a seat at the table with the water pipe. I was about to ask Kassim about it, but his phone rang, and he started speaking in a mix of Pakistani and French slang.

Kassim said, “It is called a hookah.”

Kassim focused on his phone call. Shrugging it off, I turned my attention back to the Hookah. Images of a man in a turban and white shorts sitting in front of a hut with a grass roof filled my mind, like something out of an old movie. The door opened, and I recognized the man who entered. Kassim saw him, he abruptly ended his phone call and greeted his colleague. They exchanged hugs before Kassim asked about Mr. Motar’s recent trip to Paris. The conversation shifted to their native tongue, Pakistani. They spoke rapidly and intensely. Eventually, they started pointing at me and laughing, causing me to feel uneasy. I barely knew these two men in a foreign country where Americans were only sometimes welcome to visit. Mr. Motar mentioned me in English, and Kassim wanted to know more about my actions in Paris. Mr. Motar recounted how I had scared him and his friends by placing a gun clip on their table while asking them to leave me alone.

I sat, apprehensive about where their next request would lead me. For four years, I had tried to earn their business by working for free or enduring the test of waiting in the lobby for hours. No matter how hard I tried, there was always a feeling of insecurity and pressure to never make a mistake. Mr. Motar said he was afraid of me. I could not believe it – these guys traded billions of dollars. It seemed like a bluff to make me feel more comfortable, but I could not let my guard down. There was no time for emotional back-and-forth; I needed to stay focused.

Mr. Motar sat across from Kassim, who said, “Mr. Motar, allow me to officially introduce you to Mr. Jack Rivers. He will join our team. Mr. Rivers. Mr. Motar’s words are as important as mine. If I am unavailable, his decision is final. Do we understand each other?”

Looking directly at Mr. Motar, I said confidently, “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Motar. Your voice is familiar – we’ve spoken on the phone before.”

Motar smiled warmly, “Yes, Mr. Rivers, it’s good to finally meet you in person.”

I continued, “I apologize for the other night; that Hans fellow seems to think he can impose his will wherever he wants.”

Motar shrugged, “He’s a big man.”

I replied. “Size isn’t everything.”

“I agree,” Motar nodded before turning towards Kassim and asking, “Should we start the story now for Mr. Rivers or wait until Cayman?”

Kassim paused thoughtfully, responding, “Now is a suitable time. Mr. Rivers, are there any questions before Mr. Motar shares his favorite story?”

Things were light and casual. I asked, “Yes. What are you smoking in that large water pipe?”

Both men chuckled lightly before Kassim answered, “Cuban tobacco with a hint of Hashish. We do not overindulge – just enough to relax and help us think deeply and calmly. As you know, Jack, we trade a lot of money in the markets, and sometimes it takes complete relaxation to see the bigger picture.”

Motar interjected, “Have you ever tried Cuban tobacco or Hashish, Jack?”

I replied hesitantly, “No, I haven’t.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Motar smiled mischievously at Kassim. “We’ll start off very light with Jack.”

Kassim nodded in agreement and turned to face me. “Jack, I’ve known Mr. Motar for most of my life. Our families used to travel together to India for thrilling tiger hunts and elephant rides. His storytelling skills are unparalleled, and you will understand why after tonight. Would you be interested in listening?”

I eagerly accepted the invitation and to joined them in their ritual. Mr. Motar carefully prepared the water pipe.

I could not help but ask, “Why did you choose me instead of Katie or another broker?”

Kassim responded, “We highly value desire and passion. We view sacrifice as a way of life. Brokers have tried to win our business but always give up eventually. You never did, Jack.”

His words honored me, and I replied, “I’m glad my efforts were appreciated over four years.”

Mr. Motar asked, “What motivated you to keep trying despite the disappointments?”

I answered earnestly, “In the end, four years didn’t seem like a long time for what could come out of it.”

Motar agreed, saying, “Time can be irrelevant in certain aspects of life. A lesson I learned firsthand.”

Kassim showed me how to use the water pipe correctly and warned me against inhaling too deeply the first time. I followed their lead. Kassim instructed me to take two quick puffs to ignite the fire and one final puff to inhale the smoke. I made the mistake of taking too much smoke in and coughed without control. Kassim handed me a chilled fruit punch to soothe my throat.

I ask, “How high am I going to be?”

Laughing, Kassim replied, “This blend simply relaxes your mind so you can focus and see clearly.”

I felt at ease with the light buzz, but I had to say. “I did enjoy the fruit punch, which may become my new go-to drink.”

“Here you go, Jack, pass me the pipe,” Motar said.

“Gladly,” I replied promptly.

Motar inquired, “It’s not too bad, is it?”

I was beginning to regain control of my coughing and responded, “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll let you know. Will this stuff sneak up on me?”

Laughing, Kassim said, “Just a little bit at a time; that’s why we smoke slowly. The goal is to reach a state of relaxation rather than getting stoned, as you put it.”

I sat, and the fruit punch worked its magic, and I started to unwind. We repeated the ritual twice, starting with Kassim, Motar, and myself. I began to feel incredibly relaxed. What were these guys doing to me?

Kassim retrieved the pitcher of fruit punch from the mini fridge and topped off my glass.

Kassim was ready to move forward with this meeting, “Mr. Rivers, Mr. Motar is about to tell us a story. Are you ready?”

Where else could I go or do at this point? Stranded in Luxemburg with no car and feeling high, “Yes, I’m ready.”


Chapter 7
The Story Begins


Motar rose and began pacing slowly, “Jack, do you know Russian history?”

I asked him. “What specifically?”

Motar replied while continuing to pace. “The early 1900s, specifically the fall of the Russian empire in 1917.”

I nodded and said, “I’ve seen some movies and read a bit about it, but not much.”

Motar picked up his pace slightly. “That’s good. Tell me what you know about the royal family.”

I admit my knowledge was limited, “There was a family - Nicholas, his wife, and children - who were killed.”

Motar seemed pleased with my answer. “Yes, exactly right, Jack. But did you know there are stories that not all the family members were executed?”

This was getting beyond what I knew. “I remember watching an old black-and-white movie where there was supposed to be a surviving daughter, but I did not think it was true.”

Motar’s voice turned solemn as he told me, “This is not Hollywood; there was a son, not a daughter.”

I was shocked. “You’re saying you believe this to be true?

Knowing Motar’s seriousness, I could not fathom he genuinely believed this story.

He said, “We’re telling you we believe it to be a fact. The information is safe in the Cayman Islands and presents an authentic account. Our group wants to investigate it further. Clear your mind, and I’ll tell you this story.”

Motar sat across from me and began to recount the tale of Vladimir, a soldier in the Russian army who had served for 10 years by age 25 and had repeatedly shown bravery under fire. One day, he was chosen, along with other respected soldiers, to learn English. They were all moved to a village one hundred miles outside Moscow with their families and were instructed to learn the American way of life, its language and customs. They were given American materials like magazines and candy for their children. This happened in approximately 1915, two years before the fall of Russia. Guards were posted around the village to ensure they did not leave, and no further instructions were given.

For Vladimir, spending time with his wife and 12-year-old daughter while serving his King made this assignment seem bearable; he studied diligently.

Meanwhile, in Moscow, Queen Alexandra approached her husband with a question. “I have something I must ask you.”

The King replied, “Yes, my dear, what is it?

The Queen asked hesitantly, “Do you truly believe our kingdom will be lost?”

The King met her gaze and answered honestly, “Yes.”

The Queen continued with her worrisome line of questions, “Do you think your plan will work to save our unborn child?”

The King hesitated slightly but responded with confidence, “I believe it’s the best chance we have to ensure our child’s survival and our family’s name as well.”

The Queen asked, “I wonder if it will be a boy or a girl?”

With reassurance, the King replied, “You shall give me another son.”

The Queen’s face was bright with hope. She said, “I hope so; perhaps our baby will have a fighting chance.”

To comfort his wife, the King promised her, “I will make sure our baby has every chance to fight. And the tools to fight.”

Trusting him completely, the Queen smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “I trust you, my love,” she said fondly.

As part of their training, Vladimir and his comrades were stripped of their Russian uniforms and given American clothes. They were instructed not to use the word “comrades” anymore. The village they were sent to was a complete replica of an American town, with doctors dressed as American doctors, mail carriers, and shopkeepers. Vladimir, a professional soldier, was given a job as a craftsman in a cabinet shop and was now known as John J. Williams. It took time for him to adjust, but he grew to enjoy his work and looked forward to going home to his wife and daughter at the end of each day.

Six months later, in the middle of the night at the palace in Moscow, the Queen woke up in pain and rang for her servants. They quickly came to her aid. The first lady servant knew it was time for the baby.

The nurse said, “Is it time, my Queen. I will call for the doctors?”

The Queen replied between contractions, “Yes, and please get the King.”

The nurse hurried off to fetch the doctors and the King. A team of doctors and specialists arrived at her room to help with the birth. The head doctor reassured the Queen that everything would be fine.

Through tears, the Queen begged for honesty, “Please don’t lie to me. I have known you all my life.”

The doctor reassured her, “We have the best doctors in Russia here for you and your baby. You’ll do fine, and your baby will be strong.”

The Queen asked, “Where is my husband?”

The doctor told the Queen, “He will join us soon; we have sent for him. But first, we must move you. Are you ready?”

Reluctantly, the Queen agreed but pleaded, “No one should touch me until my husband is by my side.”

She was carefully lifted onto a wheeled bed and transported to a birth room prepared for her. Next to it, another room had been set up for potential surgery.

The King met his Queen at the entrance. “Come, my love, you will give birth to the future of Russia.”

In pain, the Queen asked again for reassurance, “Please tell me our baby will be alright.”

The King replied, “Our baby will be fine,” and asked one of the doctors for confirmation, “Isn’t that, right?”

The doctor bowed slightly and responded, “Yes, Your Highness. We have assembled the best team in the world for your baby’s birth.”

The King stroked his wife’s hair to comfort her, “You see, dear, we can trust these men. Now let us proceed.”

The Queen was moved into the birthing bed while the King stayed behind to discuss something with the doctors.

The King questioned the doctors, “Remind me again, gentlemen. Will the operation be successful and untraceable?”

A doctor said, “This is the best option while the baby’s bones are still soft. Once we are done, the surgery will appear as a birthmark. And because the baby is so young, any trauma will heal quickly and leave little evidence after a few years.”

Concerned about time constraints, the King interjected, “I’m afraid we may not have as much time to travel as we originally thought.”

The doctor asked, “How soon are you thinking, Your Highness?”

The King surveyed the room before speaking. “I want to leave in two days.”

Another doctor said, “That may be pushing it for both the baby and the Queen.”

The King continued addressing everyone in the room, “That’s why all of you doctors will be coming with us.”

One doctor protested, “But my king, this is not what we were told.”

The King dismissed their objections, saying, “Plans change. This conversation is over. Be prepared to travel in two days, and make sure the Queen and the baby are also ready. As soon as the baby’s sex is known, inform me at once. I’ll be waiting in the hallway.”

The doctors bowed slightly as the King left, with one saying, “As you wish, my King; we will let you know right away.”

A baby boy was born. He and the Queen were healthy. A delicate operation began on the newborn heir. A tiny incision behind the left knee followed by skin grafting to create a birthmark. Though it may have seemed harsh, the baby was too young to remember this procedure.

Motar added, “The details of this operation were kept in a vault in Switzerland until it was stolen by Germany during World War II and later moved to Argentina. Eventually, my group discovered it in the Cayman Islands in the early 1980s when no one came to claim its contents in a safety deposit box after decades.”

The King appeared in the hallway, where five generals awaited him. They poured him vodka and prepared a cigar while he paced and thought for an hour without speaking.

The King spoke, “The training village must be ready to travel in two days.”

One general replied confidently, “We will ensure it, my King.”

The King spoke, “General.”

The general paused and turned to face him. “Yes, my King?”

The King spoke firmly, “There has been a change in plans. Only the men from the village shall come with us. Any resistance must be dealt with accordingly.”

The general acknowledged his orders and set off on his mission. The general prepared the trucks and equipment for the doctors to join the royal convoy. Everyone knew separating families would be complex. No one could imagine being separated from loved ones forever. Still, the general followed orders and showed compassion as he gathered the men and prepared the trucks. Vladimir, a well-trained soldier who had served under the general, noticed heightened activity outside and sensed something big was about to happen.

Vladimir entered the courtyard and greeted the general, who said to him, “Good afternoon, Vladimir. You have a very American look about you.”

“My English is also excellent,” Vladimir replied with a smile. “As a soldier, I understand the importance of following orders.”

“Good, then we are on the same page,” the general said firmly. “Now, we must be ready to leave at dawn. Say goodbye to your family,” the general gave his order.

Vladimir never questioned orders but could not help but voice his concerns. “But, sir, this was not what we were told.”

The general’s tone grew stern as he explained, “This is about survival, not just war. No more questions; just follow my orders. We have increased security around the village, and anyone caught trying to escape will be shot.”

Vladimir knew there was no room for discussion and silently returned home, knowing it would be his last night with his family. As he approached his home, his heart sank even further, knowing he had to hide his fear from his loved ones. But of course, his wife Sasha could see through him. She greeted him at the door, their daughter Alexandra jumping into Vladimir’s arms. He held her close, tears slipping down his cheek as he realized this could be their last embrace.

Sasha spoke first, sensing something was wrong. “Vladimir? Is it time?”

Anxiously. Trying to calm down, Vladimir simply replied, “In the morning.”

Sasha was already thinking ahead, “Should I start packing? How long will it take us to get to America?” Her excitement quickly turned to fear when she saw the look in her husband’s eyes.

“My love,” Vladimir struggled to find the words, “there will be no packing.”

Sasha knew all too well what this meant; she was a soldier’s wife and understood the dangers that came with it. Vladimir needed time to think, so he changed the subject to dinner.

“What’s for dinner?” he asked, desperate for a distraction.

Sasha agreed, knowing her husband needed a moment to compose himself. “Yes, let’s focus on food,” she responded.

Their daughter Alexandra was to young to feel the room’s tension and asked her father, “How long will you be gone?”

Knowing he could never lie to his family, Vladimir replied honestly, “Right now, I don’t know. We have a meeting at midnight, and hopefully, we’ll have more information then.”

Vladimir urged his family not to dwell for now and asked his daughter what she learned in English that day. She proudly showed him her new skills, and he held her in his lap as they spent precious moments together. Eventually, she fell asleep in his arms, and he carried her to bed.

Turning to his wife, he knew he could not delay any longer. “I have to go to the meeting now,” he told her gently.

Sasha put on a brave face but could not hide all her emotions from her husband. “Please hurry back,” she pleaded as she kissed him.

As Vladimir walked away, he wiped away a tear Sasha had cried on his cheek and tasted it on his lips, savoring their last moments together for who knew how long.


Chapter 8
The General’s Deal 


Vladimir walked slowly to the meeting. He knew the others, who were not soldiers, would need help dealing with the forthcoming news. He approached the meeting area at the edge of the village and was joined by other soldiers.

One of Vladimir’s long-time comrades, Viktor, said in a whispering voice, “Vladimir?”

Vladimir replied, “Yes.”

Viktor continued with a muffled voice, “This is not good.”

Vladimir agreed, “No, it’s not, and I fear the worst is yet to follow.”

Viktor continued, “We have been here before.”

Vladimir shook his head slightly in an up-and-down motion, “Yes, but many of our fellow men are not soldiers.”

Viktor agreed and said, “It will hit them the hardest.”

Vladimir momentarily paused, looking around at the crowd just ahead of them, and said, “Yes, it will, and I smell death ahead of us.”

Viktor also looked around and said, “I smell it, too.”

Vladimir and the others approached the fire. The men could see the General standing on a box overlooking the crowd. The group formed a circle around the General. Armed soldiers appeared from the shadows, leaving no way out. The soldiers with Vladimir had never been inside the circle before. They knew the only way out was by death.

One of the sergeants fired his automatic rifle into the air. Everyone looked at him, and he said, “Attention, comrades. Please pay close attention. Our General has something to say to you.”

The General spoke loudly and clearly, “Thank you, Sergeant. Comrades, listen to my words very carefully. Your lives depend upon my instructions being followed to the letter. Life changes, times change, and one cannot control one’s future. The fate of Russia has fallen upon your shoulders. I will not consume your time with long speeches. I am a soldier, and as a soldier, I follow orders. Some of you are not soldiers but doctors, craftsmen, and farmers. Everyone was selected to be here tonight for one reason or another. Sometimes, one cannot see the honor bestowed on one. They become selfish. Now is not the time to become selfish. Not only does your life depend upon it, but the lives of your families. You have been training for a mission to save our homeland. My job is to ensure every one of you does their part. It is simple. Go home to your family and say goodbye. The trucks are beginning to arrive as I speak to carry us on to the next stage of our mission. Anyone trying to escape will be shot. Then, we will shoot their families. This is short and simple. Now go!”

You could hear disbelief coming from the group of men. The armed soldiers moved in to disburse them.

Vladimir entered his home; his wife asked, “How long do we have?”

Vladimir’s mood was dark, “I fear not long.”

His wife, Sasha, continued, “What will become of everyone left behind?”

Vladimir had yet to look his wife in the eyes, keeping his eyes toward the floor, “I think everyone will just be left to care for themselves. I will get you out of here. I will see the General. We must stay inside for now. I fear there will be death to follow very soon. Men who are not soldiers will try to take their families and leave. The General will not allow this to happen.”

His wife said, “Come sit by the fire, my love.”

The two sat by the fire, close to where their daughter lay sleeping, and his wife said, “Will you wake her before you leave?”

Vladimir’s mind raced. In a state of confusion, he said, “I don’t know if there is time. I wish to enjoy your eyes a few hours before speaking with the General.”

Not long went by before the predicted gunfire and screams could be heard. The sounds of gunfire were not far off. People were trying to escape the net the General had put in place. Vladimir knew this would be impossible. The General had done this before, and Vladimir had been part of it. He and his wife retired to their bedroom. They shared their last night together.

The gunfire began to die down. Vladimir told his wife, “I must go see the General.”

Sasha pleaded with him, “Please do not leave me.”

Vladimir held her tight, saying, “I must.”

His wife’s eyes turn sad, “What will our lives be without you?”

Vladimir hung her tighter, “You’ll be alive. That’s what I will promise you.”

His wife believed in him, but she, like him, had never been inside the circle, “How can you make that promise?”

Vladimir’s voice was confident. “I’ve served the General for many years. He knows I’m a man of my word.”

She questioned her husband, “What word will you give him?”

Vladimir touched his finger to his wife’s lips to quiet her and spoke, “I shall return very shortly.”

Vladimir approached the fire and saw the General surrounded by his captains. They were looking at maps. As he got closer, two guards stepped before him, stopping his forward movement.

One guard asked, “What is it you want?”

Vladimir spoke up, hoping the General would hear his voice, “I wish to speak with the General.”

The soldiers blocking his path to the General said, “The General is busy. Be on your way, or you’ll be shot.”

Vladimir would not be stopped; he raised his voice, “General! My General! I wish to speak with you. It’s imperative to the mission.”

The General recognized the voice and told the guards, “Let him pass.”

Vladimir approached the table, and the captains stopped him and searched his body to see if he had weapons.

Vladimir said, “I’m not here to kill anyone. I wish to speak to the General.”

The General said, “Let him pass.” As Vladimir approached, the General said, “Yes, comrade, what can I do for you?”

In a respectful tone, Vladimir asked, “A moment alone is what I am requesting.”

The General’s eyes were studying papers on his desk, “I’m busy, comrade.”

Vladimir had to make this conversation happen, “General, I’ve served in this army all my life and many years under your command.”

The General rose from his chair, walked toward Vladimir, put his hand on his shoulder, and led them both just out of hearing distance of his captains.

He said, “Make this good, comrade.”

Vladimir had to be brief and concise: “I have not spoken to the other soldiers, but I’m sure I can convince them to follow you.”

The General’s response was abrupt, “You follow, or you die.”

Vladimir made eye contact with the General, “I see a long journey ahead of us. Things can change on long journeys. Even the men in uniform may change.”

The General knew Vladimir was a great warrior and wanted him at his side if things did change.

The General asked, “What’s your offer?”

Vladimir put his offer on the table, “My loyalty to the death with no questions asked.”

The General asked, “And in return, what do you ask of me?”

Vladimir continued, “Safe passage for my family and other soldier’s families who swear the same.”

The General was used to making decisions quickly, “If I do this, then none of the uniform soldiers will ever know.”

Vladimir swore his loyalty to the General, “You have my word.”

The General was happy to have such an honorable man on the inside. He instructed Vladimir, “Choose no more than a handful. The fewer, the less the odds of someone changing their mind.”

Vladimir acknowledged the General’s wishes, “As you wish, General. It will be done as you wish.”

The General continued, “One more thing, comrade, I must say.”

Vladimir turned to face the General, “Yes, my general.”

The General said, “I’ll be the only one watching you. If any of those you pick goes against our deal, it will be your job to manage any threats that may arise, or I will deal with you directly. Understood?”

Vladimir gave his word, “Fully, my General. I fully understand.”

The General set the plan in motion, “In one hour, there’ll be a hole in the guard’s circle on the south end of the village. It will remain open for 20 minutes. Be on your way.”

Vladimir felt a strange relief. He was losing his family, but not their lives. He said, “Thank you, my General.”

The General smiled slightly, “You can thank me if we survive.”

On his way home, Vladimir made several stops. He knew of four other soldiers in the village he could trust, telling them to meet at his house in 10 minutes. No longer, there was no time. Each man was instructed to bring their family and only what the women and children could carry, including food for three days.

Once the families gathered at his house, Vladimir said, “The time is short and, there will be no discussion about what I am about to tell you. I have spoken with the General. Your choice is to believe or not to believe the General. I will believe him. I looked him in the eyes. Anyone left behind in the morning will be executed to cover all tracks. They will leave no witnesses”.

Vladimir explained the deal he had made with the General. He looked around the room and asked, “Is everyone ready to commit to this agreement? If not, we can stay and fight, but we will all die for sure and only take a few of them with us. We must decide now.”

He looked around the room at the men, women, and children. As his eyes met, there was silence, with only a nod of approval.

He continued, “Then it’s settled. Say your goodbyes. We take our families out in 15 minutes.”

Vladimir turned to his wife, took her and his daughter by the hand, and led them to the bedroom.

Vladimir spoke softly and from his heart, “I love you two with all my heart. This is the only way to give us a fighting chance to survive. Something big will happen in our country soon, so be ready.”

Vladimir’s daughter asked, “Will I ever see you again, Father?”

Vladimir pressed himself to tell his daughter the truth, “I’ll not lie to you. I’m a soldier and must follow orders.”

Tears filled the child’s eyes, “I’ll always dream of you, Father.”

Vladimir did not fight his tears, “And I’ll always dream of you, my baby girl.” He picked up his daughter and said, “It’s time to go.”

Vladimir led his group to the south end of the village. Approaching the wooded area at the south end of the town, he could see a tall, shadowy figure. He held his hand up, military style, to halt his group. Immediately, the soldiers lay on the ground, taking their families with them. Vladimir turned quietly to signal to his followers to stay put. He would venture forth to see who the figure was in the shadows. Vladimir rose slowly and began his approach. Thoughts went through his mind, including whether the General had changed his mind. Or could the shadowy figure be someone in the wrong place at the wrong time? Vladimir cautiously approached. He removed a craftsman’s knife from his belt, placing it behind his back. Vladimir had to be ready for anything. He tried to look around into the dark bushes. The bushes were too thick to see beyond two feet.

Just as he was within a few feet of the shadowy figure, he heard a recognizable voice: the General, “Vladimir? Is that you?”

Vladimir felt a sense of great relief, “Yes, general, you scared me. Are we still acting on the preset plans?”

The General said reassuringly, “Yes, we follow the same plans. Do not worry. Take this bag. It will give your family a slight edge.

The bag was heavy. Vladimir felt it. It held pistols. “Thank you, General. This will be a nice edge for our families.”

The General told of a note in the bag: “Inside is a note for your wife to carry, signed by me, saying if they are picked up for any reason, they will be transported unharmed to the village we have set up. When we leave here, I will not communicate with you. I will watch you and your soldiers. You will be my spy. Do not ever come to me unless it is life or death. Do we understand one another?”

Vladimir replied, “Yes, General, I understand.”

The General was short and commanding, “Get your families going and have everyone else return home. In less than an hour, everyone will be summoned.”

Vladimir returned to his group, still lying on the ground. Everyone huddled around him. He pulled out the pistols from the bag and gave each wife one.

Vladimir spoke sternly, “Only use these if you must, and do not use them today. You must wait until we are gone. If they hear gunfire, they may backtrack. And if you hear gunfire, do not turn back. Does everyone understand?”

All nodded in agreement.

Vladimir hugged his wife and daughter, saying, “How many goodbyes are enough? What can you say that would last an eternity?” Their time together was up.

He told his wife and daughter, “I’ll always have you two with me. Please do not forget me.”

His daughter said, “I’m sad you are leaving. I am proud of you. That is how I’ll remember you, father.”

He hugged and kissed her for the last time. Turning to his wife, whom he embraced, “You must go now. The time is short. I’ll will always love you with all my heart and soul.”

With tears in her eyes, she spoke her last words to her loving husband, “I love you with all my heart and soul. Please try to find us someday.”

Vladimir said without doubt, “I will if there is anyway. Now go.”

He turned to face the forest, and his family disappeared into the dark.

The men followed the General’s instructions, returning to their homes and awaiting further orders. After a brief time, you could hear the orders for the trucks to be loaded. All could hear the cries of the wives and children as the fathers and husbands were loaded onto the trucks. All knew they would never see one another again.

The doors were closed as each truck was loaded, and an unknown journey began for each man.


Chapter 9
Death in the Air


It was a grueling three-day journey in the back of the trucks. The harsh conditions, cold temperatures, and rough roads make it difficult to rest. Complaints of headaches and discomfort could be heard. They soldiered on because they had no choice.

Vladimir reviewed his file. Now named John J. Williams. His story read. He had been a craftsman. He had lost his parents at an early age and lived in foster homes until he became a merchant marine at the age of fourteen. His folder included a U.S. passport, birth certificate, and other documents, including an old photo of his fake parents. He thought about his wife and child. Wondering what would become of them. Like everyone else on the trucks. He had to shed his true self.

The trucks finally stopped, and the men were unloaded in a train yard. The guards seemed more relaxed and less authoritarian. They were herded onto a passenger train, as the men chattered nervously.

Vladimir tried to comfort the men who were clearly not soldiers by telling them to follow orders and live in the present moment. Before anyone could respond, the General entered the box car and announced they would relax and enjoy themselves tonight. Bottles of vodka were passed around. There was a cheer among the tired travelers. After enduring such hardship over the past few days, the General hoped this gesture would help settle them.

The men were in two groups. Those on the right would shower first, while those on the left would eat. The routine would switch once everyone had completed their tasks. The men cheered and followed the instructions. They showered and ate. Questions could be heard about where they were being taken. Vladimir urged them to enjoy the kindness of the General. The men enjoyed warm showers, and a filling meal served by women. Vladimir gazed out the moving train’s window, thinking of his daughter at home and fighting to stay in battle mode. The sound of metal wheels rolling lulled the men to sleep. Viktor woke Vladimir with a gentle touch, alerting him to look outside and see what they were heading toward.

Vladimir sat straight in his seat and blinked to focus his eyes. The train was moving slowly. The sun had just begun to rise. The air was thick with smoke. He saw others were awake. Their eyes scanned the smoky horizon. Suddenly, someone towards the front of the car opened a window, and the soldiers at once recognized the scent of death. They had been through countless battles in the past. The soldiers knew this smell too well. The smell of charred bodies. Vladimir stood up and motioned for Viktor to follow him towards the back of the car. No guards were posted because everyone knew there was nowhere to go on a moving train. They both settled in the center train’s roof after climbing a steel ladder to the top.

Viktor broke the silence, “Are we at war?”

Vladimir responded solemnly, “It would seem so.”

Viktor asked, “Who could be doing this?”

Vladimir had no answers. He could only look at the destruction and draw upon his past experiences. The two men could see small farmhouses burning in the distance but could not pinpoint exactly the source of the smell. The train approached a railroad village station. It was engulfed in flames. As they got closer, they realized what they had smelled was not just burning buildings but piles of human ash in front of homes and shops. Shocked and horrified, they looked at each other as if trying to confirm what they already knew.

Their worst suspicions were confirmed. Those piles of ash were once living people. A father, mother, and child lay lifeless on a porch. Unidentifiable due to being burnt beyond recognition. In another pile of ash sat the remains of a chair, with the depot master still in it. He was an elderly man, now hunched over and charred to a crisp, still wearing his train station hat.

Viktor said, “If we are not at war. Who could have done this?

Vladimir replied bitterly, “I’m not certain. They are leaving no witnesses behind.”

Considering their safety, Viktor suggested the men return inside before being considered witnesses. Agreeing, Vladimir added they must only speak to the General if he approaches them first. After silent moments, the men returned to their box car seats. Other men were awake and seeing the destruction outside. There was light chatter among them. The non-soldiers pressed their faces against the windows for a clear view of the destruction. The train rolled forward, continuing their journey into the unknown.


Chapter 10
A New Dress


The train rumbled on, and days and nights became blurry, making it impossible for Vladimir to keep track of time. It felt like they had been traveling for four or five days, but he could not be sure. The sun was high in the sky. A soldier handed Vladimir a note.

He discreetly turned away to read it, seeing it had the General’s mark. As he opened it, the General’s warning about spies echoed in his mind. Thankfully, the seal was intact, and Vladimir motioned for the soldier to leave before reading the contents. The note revealed they were approaching a stop at a nearby village where they could rest while the train refueled. The General had given Vladimir permission to visit the town using this note. Still, he urged him not to use it unless necessary. Viktor tapped him on the shoulder and asked for updates; Vladimir simply said it was a note from the General allowing him to get off the train at the next stop. Viktor pressed further, asking if they were allowed to go with him. Vladimir did not speak, which answered Viktor’s question. Vladimir’s other followers, a group of soldiers under his command, reminded him they had entrusted their lives to him on this journey.

The train rolled to a stop; everyone woke from their slumber. Vladimir stayed back and saw soldiers eagerly exit the train on both sides, excited for time off from their grueling journey. He overheard the soldiers discussing their plans for food and drinks in this new town. And their excitement to have fun. After an hour of contemplating, Vladimir told his group he needed to leave and promised to return for them. Slowly, Vladimir stepped off the train onto the depot’s porch, where an old man wearing a conductor’s hat greeted him and commented on his lack of a uniform.

Vladimir addressed the old man, “I am just taking a walk.”

The old man responded, “It’s a cold but beautiful day, don’t you think?”

Vladimir stopped to chat with him further, “Yes, it is both cold and beautiful. How long have you lived in this village?”

The old man answered, “I’ve been here since I was ten when my father moved our family here after serving as a soldier and being granted land by the King.”

Vladimir asked curiously, “What made you think I am a soldier? I’m not wearing a uniform.”

The old man smiled knowingly and said, “The look in your eyes; you don’t miss anything happening around you. You even glanced down when the rat ran under the porch.”

Vladimir appreciated the old man’s sharpness despite his age.

Vladimir said, “The years have treated you well, comrade. You are wise beyond your years.”

The old man looked deeply into Vladimir’s eyes, “My wisdom tells me today may not be a good day for this village.”

Vladimir replied, “I cannot predict the future.”

The old man expressed his thoughts without fear, “My wisdom tells me you are a good man at heart.”

Vladimir admitted solemnly, “I have killed many in wars.”

This statement confused the old man, who gently reminded him, “But this is not war, comrade.”

Vladimir warned, his voice filled with urgency, “Survival is a daily battle these days.”

He turned to leave the porch and enter the village. Vladimir turned back to the old man and offered advice, his tone grave, “Leave this village quietly and quickly. I sense danger in the air. Do not let anyone see you leave.”

The old man questioned, “Where would I go? This is my home, and as an old man, I cannot travel well.”

Vladimir’s tone was decisive, “You have been warned. Make your plans, but do not spread panic among your people. Only take a few with you.”

The old man objected, “I cannot play God and choose who lives and dies.”

Vladimir tried to reason with him, “We all must make difficult decisions and live with them.”

The old man acknowledged this was a tough decision for him, “Now I have the right to choose whether I live or die. There is much to think about. I will decide by dark.”

Vladimir made one final remark before leaving, his voice filled with concern and warning, “Perhaps, but you have been warned.”

Vladimir prepared to leave for the village, catching a glimpse of his group looking at him from the train. He entered the town; Vladimir took in the sights of the old wooden buildings and farmlands, a scene straight out of a history book. In the distance, Vladimir noticed an old church that was one hundred years old. Life was harsh for the peasants, a reality of the times. He wondered about the wise old man at the train depot who seemed to thrive in this environment. The village centered around a small square with a communal well, where villagers started a fire to cook a meal for the soldiers. The buildings were all wood, a testament to the era’s craftsmanship. Logs and other wooden planks show generations of families who have lived here. A marketplace by the well was bustling with farmers trading their goods.

Deciding to check out a small store first, Vladimir knew these shops were often where one could learn about a town’s inner workings. On his way in, he passed uniformed soldiers drinking heavily. Little did the innocent villagers know it would be a long day and night for them.

The soldiers in the store seemed sober. They talked to two young girls enamored by their uniforms and asking endless questions. Nearby sat three elderly men enjoying fermented cow’s milk. A young couple browsed through clothes while trying to avoid eye contact with the soldiers. The mother of the two young girls looked at the material, planning to make dresses for her daughters. She could not be much older than his wife. The soldiers’ casual behavior added hidden tension to the air.

The mother noticed the attention her daughters were getting from the soldiers, so she called them. “Girls, it’s time to go,” she said, her protective instincts took over.

The girls refused to move, still captivated by the soldiers.

“Girls!” she repeated more firmly.

The older girl finally spoke up. “Mother, we’re just looking at the soldiers.”

One of the soldiers mocked her. “Yes, Mother, we’re harmless soldiers here to protect you.”

Vladimir tried but could not hold back. He clearly saw where this situation was heading. He interrupted and said in a commanding voice, “You should listen to your mother.”

Reluctantly, the girls joined their mother, who was holding up a blue piece of dress material.

A soldier threw a gold coin on the counter, “Consider it a gift from the King’s army,” he said smugly.

The mother quickly returned the material, saying they would buy it in the spring after the harvest.

The soldier tossed another gold coin on the counter, “Consider this an early payment for your goods.”

The mother shook her head, refusing the gift from the soldier.

The soldier persisted, “It’s for your daughters. They’ll be overjoyed.”

The storekeeper eagerly pushed the shiny gold towards the mother. “Your daughters could really need new dresses. Look at how quickly they’re growing.”

The mother gazed at her daughters.

The younger daughter asked, “Can I have a new dress just for me? A brand-new one?

She was used to wearing hand-me-downs.

The mother hesitated but agreed, “Well, you can have a new dress, but only if we leave now. Your father will expect us for dinner soon,” she said sternly.

The girls smiled at the soldiers and peacefully followed their mother out of the store. When they open the door. Vladimir caught the scent of the fresh roasting pig.


Chapter 11
No Witnesses


The night had descended upon them, the sky illuminated by a roaring fire and echoing with the sounds of soldiers drinking and firing their guns into the air. Vladimir watched and wondered how long it would be before they shot at more than the empty sky.

Amidst all this chaos, three old men sat quietly, their conversation now reduced to hushed whispers.

The one closest to Vladimir finally spoke to him. “A few days ago, a man stumbled into our village. He was severely burned and only lived for a brief time. His mind was so sick we could not make sense of his words.”

Vladimir said nothing but simply looked at the group.

The man continued, “We tried to save him, but he was too far gone. He kept warning us that they were coming and telling us to hide. Are you here to protect us? Or are you they?”

Vladimir remained silent and carefully digested the old man’s words.

Vladimir was about to respond, but the door opened, and the old man from the train station entered the store. He stopped and looked at Vladimir before joining the three by the fire. They huddled together and spoke quietly, glancing over at Vladimir occasionally.

After a moment, the station manager turned to Vladimir and said, “This will be a terrible night for all of us. No matter who lives or dies, souls will be lost tonight. You have honor in your soul. Can you do anything to stop this nightmare?”

Vladimir paused before answering, “I am just one man.”

The station manager tried to encourage him, “Sometimes, that’s all it takes.”

Vladimir had terrible news for them, “Perhaps that is true under different circumstances, but not against an army like the one outside your front door.”

The station manager asked, “How much time do we have before they start killing?”

Vladimir’s answer was brief, “It has already begun.”

The station manager pressed, “I mean the mass killings.”

Vladimir responded curtly, “The noose is being tightened. I gave you instructions for tonight, but I fear you may have run out of time.”

The station manager pleaded desperately, “Can you at least help us now?”

Vladimir shook his head and said, “Not at this point.”

The station manager looked desperate and afraid, “Do you really prefer to watch us all die?”

Vladimir answer was short once again, “I prefer to live.”

Vladimir walked to the window and peered out, trying to gauge the soldiers’ progress. Turning back to face the old men, he said, “They are getting ready to use the villagers as targets. They will go after the strongest ones first. If you hurry, you might be able to escape through the back while they search house-to-house.”

The station manager turned to his friends and exclaimed, “See, I told you he was a good man!”

Turning back to Vladimir, he asked, “Why don’t you come with us?”

Vladimir remained steadfast in his duty, “I am a soldier on a mission.”

The station manager could not help but ask one more question, “What kind of soldiers do we have here in our village?”

Still gazing out the window, Vladimir calmly replied amidst the chaos, “Our country is changing in every way imaginable.”

The station manager asked, “What about your own family?”

Vladimir turned away from the window, saying, “We will not discuss my family further. This conversation is over.”

He returned to gazing out the window while the four old men shuffled around and left through the back door.

The shopkeeper, clearly distressed, asked, “Is there no God.”

Vladimir faced him and replied, “Our general is our god tonight. You should leave as well. I cannot protect you, and if necessary, I will kill you.”

The storekeeper quickly gathered his belongings and left through the same door as the old men. The fire raged outside, and villagers gathered around it. Vladimir knew time was running out. He rummaged through the store and found bread and cheese to eat by the fire. After two hours passed, Vladimir put on his battle hat - a symbol of bravery given to soldiers by their generals - hoping it would protect him in civilian clothes. Taking on his battle mindset, he stepped outside onto the store’s porch, looking for fellow soldiers. He found a group eating and drinking in the center of the mob and asked if he could join them with a commanding voice. At first, they mistook him for a villager until they saw his hat. One soldier asked where he got it, and Vladimir proudly recounted how he earned it in battle after being shot twice. When the soldier remarked that dying in war is an honor, Vladimir disagreed, saying that living and fighting for one’s country is even more honorable.

The other soldiers laughed and one-handed him a bottle of vodka, “Welcome, comrade. Have a drink.”

One of the soldiers said, “Bring this brave soldier some food.”

Vladimir remained on alert, not letting his guard down. “Thank you, comrade. I ate some bread and cheese from the store, but it wasn’t enough.”

The highest-ranking soldier asked, “Are others still in the store?”

Vladimir kept playing along with their game. “There were, but they went home to prepare for the feast. The dogs will walk right into their own slaughter.”

The ranking soldier laughed and said, “Yes, tonight will be a feast with plenty of bounty.”

Vladimir let himself relax a bit too soon when he replied, “I knew this was going to happen.”

The ranking soldier’s tone turned aggressive as he said, “You are either a soldier or you’re not. It is simple. You are either with us or against us. Which is it, comrade?”

Vladimir refocused and replied firmly, “I am a soldier of the Royal Russian Army. There should be no question of my loyalty.”

The ranking officer accepted his answer and said, “Then eat, drink, and eat more; this village is ours.”

Vladimir continued gaining their trust by asking, “What are the orders?”

The ranking soldier quickly shot a sharp look at Vladimir and said, “No witnesses.”

Wanting to confirm what he had seen on the train ride to this village, Vladimir questioned further, “I saw another village on the journey here without any witnesses.”

A drunken soldier let slip it was not their doing; another train was ahead of them, and rumors suggested that even the King may be on board.

Vladimir asked, “Does our King know about these raids on the villages.”

Once again, the ranking soldier doubted Vladimir’s loyalty as he replied sternly, “Comrade, follow orders or die. You know the rules. Are you with us or not?”

Vladimir had pushed their confidence in him far enough and replied, “Yes, I am with you. Now, hand me more vodka, comrade. The night is still young.”

Suddenly, they heard gunfire from the distance and turned to look. More shots were fired from a rifle, a familiar sound. The group continued staring and saw a fire starting, small at first but quickly growing more significant. The whole side of the hill became illuminated. They could see the outline of rifles in the glow before hearing more gunfire. Vladimir knew they had used coal oil to start the fires so rapidly. The smoke was thick and black, visible against the dark clouds above.

Vladimir and the other soldiers ate and drank, sharing stories of past battles while watching the fires spread throughout the village. The soldiers were strategically starting fires on the outskirts of town and herding any villagers who resisted into the center, where they would be beaten. Vladimir thought of the old station master who had been kind to him; he hoped he would be spared this brutality. He knew it would only get worse as the night went on. Heavy rain began pouring down, quickly turning the village’s streets muddy.

“Comrades,” said the high-ranking soldier, “There’s a small bar down the street; let’s move out of this rain.”

They all followed, trudging through the mud and rain. On their way, they passed other soldiers chasing after women from the village, dragging them into buildings to satisfy their desires.

Vladimir hesitantly said, “Why don’t we just kill them?”

The commanding soldier said, “They’re drunk, comrade. The village is theirs, and they can do as they please. It is their orders - no witnesses. So why not have a little fun along the way? They may think this is their last chance to be with a woman.

No matter the circumstances, Vladimir was a man of honor: “But some of them are just girls.”

The commanding soldier responded firmly, “Comrade, you should drink more and think less. You’re starting to make me doubt your loyalty.”

Quickly, Vladimir assured him, “Don’t doubt me. I follow orders.”

The commanding soldier smiled, “Good, comrade. I would hate to have to kill such an honored soldier.”

Approaching the village bar. They had to step over a dead villager. Inside the bar, soldiers had taken over. Women were crying on their knees, and a dead villager was prompt up at a table with the drunken soldiers. Vladimir knew there was no possibility of helping anyone in this situation; from now on, he would have to protect himself from these armed men. Sitting with the group of senior soldiers away from the rest, Vladimir acted quickly when he saw five younger soldiers approaching their table.

“Bring us vodka, and then bring us more,” he commanded.

The bartender placed a bottle of vodka on the bar. Vladimir stood up and retrieved it for his comrades. He returned to the bar and received another bottle from the bartender. Vladimir drank from the bottle and looked into the mirror behind the bar, noticing a child’s foot sticking out from under a curtain covering the shelves. He looked at the bartender and turned to his comrades.

“Comrade, your pistol, please,” he requested while extending his hand.

The soldiers were hesitant, but the commanding officer nodded approvingly and handed Vladimir a pistol. The commanding officer was curious about what he was planning.

“If you kill the bartender too soon, you’ll have to serve the vodka,” the commanding soldier remarked.

Vladimir confidently challenged them all, “I can out-drink you and serve you while drinking.”

His bold statement impressed the commanding officer, but he still did not fully trust Vladimir.

“That is quite a claim you’re making, comrade,” a soldier said with doubt in his voice.

“It’s a proven one,” Vladimir roared back. He had been in battles before and knew how to survive. His only goal for that night was to be aggressive and fearless.

“Now tell me, who shall I shoot first?” Vladimir asked loudly. “Take a good look around this room; it’s full of sitting ducks.”

Vladimir lifted the bottle of vodka to his lips. He spun around in a circle while drinking, pointing the tip of his pistol in every direction. Soldiers lowered their heads, unsure if Vladimir could hold his liquor.

Vladimir called out again, “Who will be my first target? Who is the coward hiding in the corner?”

In the corner of the room sat a villager, savagely beaten and surrounded by soldiers. One soldier spoke up, revealing that the man’s wife entertained soldiers in a back room.

Vladimir turned to the bartender, who looked terrified. With his left hand, Vladimir pulled the bartender closer and asked him loudly, “Are you ready to meet God?” Then, softly in the bartender’s ear, Vladimir asked, “Who are you hiding?”

Vladimir backhanded the bartender to the ground. He turned back to face the room once again. As cheers erupted around him, Vladimir approached the beaten man sitting in the corner.

Vladimir gave the man a choice,“ You can die by our hands at our pleasure or end your life now.”

Vladimir made sure only one bullet was in the pistol and handed it to the suffering man. Without hesitation, the man chose death by his own hand and ended his suffering.

Vladimir’s goal was not to earn respect from these soldiers; he wanted them to fear him. His survival depended on it. Returning to his table, he tossed the gun back to its owner and boasted about another victory notch for himself.

The bartender was beaten and worn down, becoming slower in responding to their demands. He knew he would be dead by morning. Vladimir continued to impress those at his table with stories of his bravery on the battlefield.

When questioned about his reasons for dressing as a civilian, Vladimir simply said he had something important to do for his country, requiring these clothes.

The men grew restless and needed more entertainment. Villagers had already been beaten to death or shot for their amusement, but that was getting old. To break their boredom, the soldiers took turns having their way with village women in the back room of the bar. As one soldier reloaded his pistol, the bartender accidentally knocked over a bottle of vodka, catching the attention of rowdy soldiers. They began taunting him and threatening his life, declaring him useless. Vladimir, who had been watching from a corner, felt a sense of dread as he knew what they were capable of doing to him.

He turned to the soldier who had previously given him a loaded pistol, “Give me your gun, comrade.”

The soldier handed it over. In one swift motion, Vladimir shot the mirror behind the bar. The other soldiers started moving toward the bartender, who they were planning to beat and kill. Vladimir could see the foot he had seen earlier, a child hiding under the bar, but he could not risk revealing himself to save the bartender. The soldiers took turns stomping on the helpless bartender while Vladimir watched helplessly from a distance. Suddenly, one soldier pulled out a young girl by her leg and held her up like a trophy.

Disgusted and horrified at her youthful age, Vladimir recognized her as the daughter of the woman he had seen earlier at the store buying fabric for a new dress. He could not bear to see this innocent child suffer at the hands of these drunken soldiers.

One soldier yelled out, “She’s mine! I found her!”

Another chimed in, “We can all share her!”

Vladimir could not allow them to harm her any further. He made his move and hit the soldier holding the girl in the head with his pistol, causing him to drop her.

Vladimir grabbed her and said, “This is what I’ve been waiting for all night. I saw her with her mother and sister earlier. What happened to them?”

A soldier replied. “They were taken to the back room earlier. The man who killed himself was the father and husband.”

Vladimir laughed, “Then she shall suffer the same fate.”

One soldier protested. “But we must share!”

“You can have whatever is left after I’m done,” Vladimir retorted, pointing his pistol at the soldier behind the bar.

They hesitated, unsure of what to do. Their leader was drunk and not interested and told them to go ahead and share if they wanted to. The soldiers knew there would be consequences if anyone tried to take the girl from Vladimir before he was finished. The soldiers backed off, leaving Vladimir alone with the terrified girl in his arms. Vladimir knew he could not kill all of them, but he also could not let them harm this child any longer. His plan was risky, but it just might work.

Vladimir saw an opportunity. He knew from experience hesitation could lead to defeat in battle. A staircase was behind him, leading to an unknown destination, but it was a way out. Vladimir used his free hand to toss the young girl into the air and catch her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Slowly backing up the stairs, he kept his gun pointed at the drunken stalkers. At the top of the steps was a door Vladimir kicked open. Inside, he found hay on the floor. Carefully placing the young girl on top of a pile of hay, he closed and barricaded the door with boxes. It would not stop the soldiers if they wanted to get in, but it would give them time to prepare.

Sitting next to the little girl, he gently stroked her hair as he had done countless times with his daughter. Ensuring her she was safe. She spoke and asked about her mother and sister’s whereabouts. With a forced smile, Vladimir told her they were in a better place, and she would join them soon enough. The little girl cried and asked when this would happen. Vladimir looked toward the small attic window and told her it would be when the sun rose. She gazed at the window and noticed that sunrise was approaching. With difficulty keeping his composure, Vladimir knew it would be soon. The little girl asked about her father, struggling to speak through tears. Vladimir told her that her father was waiting for her with her mother and sister. The little girl remarked how happy their family is when they are together. Vladimir walked to the window, letting out a tear but trying to hide it from the young girl. He did not even know her name and wanted to keep it that way to avoid haunting memories.

Vladimir heard the soldiers below and knew dawn was approaching. Returning to the child’s side, gently brushing his hand through her hair. He told her she should rest as she had a long journey ahead.

“Get some rest, and when I wake you up, it will be time to go find your family,” he whispered.

Without another word, she laid down on a pile of hay and drifted off to sleep. Vladimir covered her with his coat to keep her warm as she dreamed of seeing her family again. Sitting there, he could hear the soldiers below talking and laughing. He did not dare fall asleep.

Vladimir heard footsteps coming up the stairs. It was the drunken soldiers from earlier, stumbling and struggling to climb the dark stairwell. They were shouting his name and demanding the girl.

The door burst open, and they stumbled into the room. The girl stirred awake, and Vladimir stroked her hair before facing the soldiers.

One of them slurred, “Give her to us.”

One of the soldiers moved toward him, ready to push him aside. Vladimir stood firm, shoving the drunk soldier backward. Another soldier caught their falling comrade before turning back to Vladimir with a sneer.

The soldier ordered the other soldiers, “Don’t be weak. Go get the girl.”

Once again, the first soldier tried to shove Vladimir aside, threatening to kill him if he did not move. Vladimir knew he could not fight all four of them alone. On their second attempt, he used his pistol to strike one of them on the head, knocking him unconscious, before pointing the gun at the others.

Loudly, Vladimir said, “Stop! You are drunk and do not know what you are doing!”

The other three hesitated for a moment before helping their friend up.

One of them said, “You don’t understand. We let you go first; now move out of our way.”

Vladimir stood his ground. “I won’t move.”

A soldier replied, “Then you’ll die, comrade.”

A soldier reached for his gun. Vladimir fired into the air. “Please, leave this child alone. It’s sunrise and time to return to the train.”

A soldier responded, “Yes, it’s time to make sure there are no witnesses. Those are our orders.”

Vladimir looked around and saw that the little girl had disappeared. He returned to the soldiers inching forward and tried to reason with them. Vladimir pleaded, “Please, I beg you. Spare this child. She will not tell anyone what happened here. No one would believe her.”

The soldiers were adamant about following their orders. They reminded Vladimir that disobeying orders meant certain death. Vladimir looked at a little girl standing by the window, watching the sunrise.

He slowly backed toward her side, keeping his gun pointed at the soldiers. He knelt beside her and asked softly, “What are you looking at?”

She turned to him with a smile and said, “I’m looking for my family. You promised I could join them when the sun came up.”

Vladimir smiled back and replied, “It is time for your journey to begin. And it will be a happy journey.”

The little girl beamed with excitement and said, “I’ll tell them how you took care of me. And I’ll tell God you did what you had to do to save me.”

Vladimir pressed a gentle kiss to the young girl’s cheek. He used to not bother learning the names of those he met in battle, but something had changed inside him. Vladimir did not want to forget this courageous child. In his years as a soldier, he saw countless deaths. Some died a coward and some with honor and acceptance. This brave little girl knew her fate, and it was Vladimir’s duty to fulfill it. Standing tall over her tiny form, he kept his pistol trained on the soldiers who dared challenge him. He looked out the window at the rising sun, its golden rays illuminating the countryside. He could not help but notice the smoke rising from burning farms in the distance. The peacefulness of the sunrise was shattered by the destruction below him.

The young girl turned her gaze back to the sunrise.

Vladimir broke one of his golden rules. He asked, ‘What is your name? It is my honor to be in your presence, and I will not forget you.’

She replied, “Alexandra, like the Queen.”

With a heavy heart, Vladimir knew he had no time for more tears or goodbyes. Without hesitation, he pulled the trigger. It was one journey ending and another beginning for this child. Vladimir could not bring himself to look away from the sunrise; it would always hold a different meaning for him now. He faced the soldiers, who stood silent, unsure how to respond to what they had just seen. Slowly, Vladimir walked past them towards the door as they gave him a wide berth. He reached the middle of the soldiers, lowered his head, and let his gun fall to the ground with a loud thud.

Still, with his head hung low, he told the soldiers, “Do with her as you wish; there are no witnesses.”

The soldiers did not respond and looked too scared to do anything or speak. They knew Vladimir was not a man to be trifled with. He left the room and made his way back to the train unscathed.

Vladimir took his seat on the train; his companions could see the pain in his eyes, and they wisely chose not to speak.

Only Viktor dared to ask, “Were you involved in this, Vladimir?

He replied, “In some ways, yes. I fear I may have been the worst of us all.”

He removed his battle hat and replaced it with a civilian one, which he pulled low over his eyes before settling in for much-needed rest.


Chapter 12
The American Way


The train car was bustling with activity throughout the day as fellow travelers were taken away from their seats and replaced by new men. These latest men were spies for the General, engaging in lively conversations and sharing vodka with their targets. Vladimir decided to play along and gain their trust for his own benefit. This pattern continued all day and into the night. Little did anyone know that this was all part of a weeding-out process. Morning arrived, breakfast was served, and the passengers were ordered to return to their seats quickly. The silence was broken by the arrival of the General, who announced they were headed towards a base camp and those who were missing would not be returning. Another day and night passed before they could see signs of the camp ahead. Vladimir played cards with a group of men, including one of the General’s spies. Vladimir informed his group to stick together at the upcoming camp and to beware of any potential spies offering drinks or women in exchange for information. Before any further discussion, soldiers entered the train car. They ordered everyone back to their seats with strict instructions not to talk. The door opened again; it was not the General who appeared but a captain speaking on his behalf.

The captain spoke loudly, “Comrades, we have arrived at our next destination on this journey. Soon, you will disembark. As you leave the train, a guard will ask for your assigned American name. You must wear the provided name tag and only speak English at this camp. You must pass this crucial test to move forward with your assignment. This will be the last time we are comrades. Are there any questions?”

The captain half-heartedly offered to answer questions and was surprised when one person spoke up, “Captain, can you explain the burning buildings we have been seeing along our trip?”

The captain replied, “Unfortunately, I do not have an answer to that question. I only see what you see. Does that satisfy you?”

The man regretted asking the question but continued the conversation, “It’s somewhat helpful.”

The captain asked, “Comrade, what is your assigned American name?”

The man paused and checked his folder before responding. “James Thomas Welch.”

The captain quickly responded, “Comrade, you should not hesitate or think about answers during your stay here. They should come naturally. Does everyone understand? Now, it is time to disembark. Good luck!”

They were instructed to exit the train in a single file, having their information ready for inspection. Vladimir stood on the third step of the train, knowing that two more steps would bring him to his new identity as an American. He was about to take his decisive step when he overheard a guard asking another passenger their name.

The guard asked, “What is your name?”

The man replied confidently, “James Thomas Welch.”

Without speaking, the guard checked his clipboard and directed James Thomas Welch toward the front of the train. Vladimir had noticed that all earlier passengers had been directed towards the rear. James Thomas Welch’s fate was sealed.

Vladimir’s first foot touched the ground, and he quickly spoke up before being asked his name. “I am John J. Williams from upstate New York.”

The guard simply nodded and motioned for him to join the group towards the train’s rear. John J. had unwittingly become a leader, as others in line behind him followed his example and claimed their new American identities.

Approaching the train’s rear, John J. noticed that the track curved to the left, hiding much of the tent city from view. When they reached the curve, he was awestruck by a large white tent in the center, surrounded by twenty or more smaller tents with royal flags flying above them. The King’s flag. The tents were more prominent than anything he had ever seen and were adorned with intricate designs. The train’s engine and passenger cars could fit inside just one of these tents. It was a sight unlike anything he had ever imagined. Vladimir could not help but feel both intimidated and curious about what awaited them inside.

A group, consisting of people from other parts of Russia, had been slowly added into the mix and was led into a large tent. The unfamiliar surroundings made them wonder if they were indeed in America. Guards entered the tent, wearing armbands for identification and carrying weapons. A junior officer appeared on stage and addressed the group, informing them orientation would begin shortly. The back of the tent opened to allow more individuals to enter. These people wore civilian clothing, but their military backgrounds were transparent. Among them is the General. An elderly man stepped onto the stage and greeted the group in perfect English. He explained they would be trained to become Americans, using their assigned identities, and be taught to blend seamlessly with American society. The training would be hard, and failure would not be tolerated. The group was instructed to memorize their schedules, posted at the rear of the tent according to geographical regions. As each person exited the tent, they were watched closely by those on stage and quizzed on their new identities. Vladimir received his schedule and began his daily routine of classes in math, English, science, American history, literature, religion, and politics for months straight without a day off. The classes were tailored to specific geographical regions in America, and everyone was expected to learn the characteristics of their assigned area perfectly.

On a Saturday, the group was informed there would be no training. They were instructed to come to a tent far from the main camp area on Sunday. No one had ever been in this mysterious tent before, but everyone had seen construction crews working on it for the past two months. It was heavily guarded and off-limits to all. The group spent their Saturday talking about home and looking forward to a break from training. They dutifully lined up outside their tents on Sunday as instructed. Each person was given an envelope holding American money. The group was then led into the never-before-entered tent.

One of their instructors, who had been teaching them American customs and manners such as greetings on the street and table etiquette, welcomed them to their first American city inside the tent. The group was amazed by what they saw when the front of the tent opened wide - streets lined with stores for people, restaurants, a post office, a train station, a church, and everything else one could imagine in an American city in the early 1900s. After exploring as a group, they were encouraged to visit the town every Saturday and Sunday during their free time. They began to take on roles such as storekeepers, postmasters, and police officers to fully immerse themselves in the American way of life.

Vladimir noticed group members never returned from training and were never seen again. He knew not to speak of this to anyone. They were being trained to think and act like Americans, and failing this task meant expulsion.


Chapter 13
The Accuser


Two soldiers unexpectedly called Vladimir out into the hallway during one of his classes. Vladimir followed them toward the royal tent. Once inside, he was instructed to sit in a corner. Eventually, another soldier led him down a long hallway and motioned for him to sit by the door. After another hour passed, Vladimir was taken into a room where he saw the General and two other officers seated at a table. The general greeted him warmly and asked if Vladimir had any complaints or suggestions about how he was being treated. Vladimir tried to inquire about his family’s well-being, but his questions were ignored.

One of the officers asked, “Is what we hear about what happened in the village true?”

“Yes, it is, and I would have stopped anyone to save the child,’ Vladimir told them.

“How dare you threaten me?” he said.

Vladimir’s tone softened slightly, but he stood his ground. “I assure you, sir, I only stated a fact.”

The general motioned to one of the guards and instructed them to bring over a soldier. The officer pointed towards Vladimir’s direction. “Have him stand at the end of the table so that Vladimir can see who is accusing him.”

Vladimir recognized the soldier from their encounter in the village they had set ablaze. He could not help but wonder about the fate of the old train station master and his companions.

The officer sternly addressed the accuser, “We have your written statement here. Our question is: do you still swear that everything written in this report is true? Remember the consequences if you are found to be falsely accusing such an esteemed soldier.”

The accuser responded tremblingly, realizing the gravity of accusing Vladimir while looking him directly in the eye, “Yes, sir.”

The officer handed the statement to one of the guards and instructed them to give it to Vladimir.

“Vladimir,” said the officer, “please read this report and let us know if anything is incorrect.”

Vladimir carefully read the statement, taking his time, knowing that his life could be on the line.

The officer grew impatient, “What is your response to this report?”

Vladimir lifted his head and looked directly at the General before speaking, “Yes, I did kill the child. And yes, I did threaten the soldiers.”

Vladimir turned to face the accuser, who stood at attention and avoided looking at Vladimir.

Vladimir continued, “My only regret was not being able to kill them instead of the child. I knew that others would find her. I did what I thought I should at that moment in time. My understanding was that our mission was to leave no witnesses.”

The accuser remained motionless. His eyes met Vladimir’s. Undeterred, Vladimir returned to face the General, saying, “I would have made their deaths slow and painful.”

The officer began to speak, but the General cut him off in a commanding tone, “That is enough.”

The General dismissed the accuser without further comment. The General returned his gaze to Vladimir, “It is not your duty to decide who lives or dies. Do you understand? You are dismissed and report back at 9 p.m. this evening.”

Vladimir spoke without breaking eye contact with the General, “I did what I believed needed to be done then.”

Vladimir could return to his quarters without an escort. He decided to visit the town instead of going back right away. He strolled through the fictional city, greeting those he passed in English “good afternoon.” If America were anything like this, he could make it work. He stopped by the general store to pick up a new shirt for his meeting with the General. In passing, he saw two men playing an American game called Checkers and continued to the bar. Like in Russia, bars were popular gathering places where people shared stories and discuss their lives.

The bartender greeted Vladimir by his given American name: “Good afternoon, John J. Are there no training classes today?”

John J. responded, “I had an early dismissal.”

“Well then, come on in and have a seat,” the bartender beckoned with a smile.

“Thank you,” John J. replied.

“What will you be having?” asked the bartender.

“Vodka, of course, please,” John J. said.

The bartender placed a cold drink before John J. “Try this; we just got it in a few days ago.”

John J. examined the drink skeptically. “It looks like beer.”

The bartender laughed, saying, “That’s the idea because it is beer. It’s supposed to be like an American beer.”

John J. shrugged and took a sip. “Well, no harm in trying it.”

The bartender played his role well as he asked, “What’s on your mind today?”

John J. quietly drank down his beer and ordered another one. Lost in thought, he slipped into a daydream.

“We all miss our families,” the bartender sympathized.

Vladimir agreed, looking over at the bartender. “I realize we are all in the same place, but that does not ease the pain.”

“I know,” the bartender said sadly as he refilled John J.’s glass.

Glancing around to ensure no one else could hear them, the bartender whispered, “I know we are not supposed to talk about the past, but I have a wife and kids back home myself.”

John J. shared, “I have a wife and daughter waiting for me. Today is my daughter’s thirteenth birthday.”

The bartender smiled, “That’s a wonderful age; she must be full of curiosity.”

John J. looked down at his reflection in the almost empty glass. “Yes, I should be back there with her, helping her explore the world.”

The bartender placed another beer before John J., saying, “This one is on the house.”

John J. stayed at the bar for hours, occasionally greeting new customers as they came in. As darkness approached, he knew it was time to prepare for his meeting with the General. Returning to his quarters, he was met by friends who were worried about him.

“We were beginning to think something happened to you,” Viktor said.

“Thank you for your concern, but I’m fine,” Vladimir reassured them.

Viktor asked eagerly, “Did you have your meeting with the General?”

Vladimir was surprised. “How did you know about that?”

Viktor chuckled and patted him on the back. “It’s simple; you’re back here instead of being taken from camp. Where else would you be all day?”

A smile appeared on Vladimir’s face. “You’re a smart man, my friend. I need to be ready by nine; I am going to sleep. Please wake me at eight.”

“Don’t worry, I will make sure no one bothers you,” Viktor promised.

Time passed quickly, and Viktor woke him up at 8 o’clock, “Vladimir, it’s time for you to get ready,” Viktor said.

Silently, Vladimir gathered his new shirt and headed toward the shower. As he shaved, preparing for an important meeting, he could not help but feel uncertain about what the night would bring. He hoped the meeting would reveal something about his future. His followers, including Viktor, waited for him in his quarters.

Vladimir told them, “My friends, I cannot predict what will happen tonight. All I know is that we may glimpse what is to come.”

Viktor spoke up, “Please return safely. We must ask you one thing. Did you do what everyone claims you did back at the village?”

After glancing at them all quickly, Vladimir replied, “I did what I believed was necessary.”


Chapter 14
The King’s Chambers


Vladimir entered the royal tent. The guards told him to wait in the chair outside the General’s office. Were he sat for an hour. Then he was summoned in and told to sit in the chair on the back wall, where his accuser had sat earlier. Another 15 minutes passed, and the General entered the room from a side door.

There were three others in the room with him. The General spoke, “Vladimir, you come and sit before me. The rest of you leave the room.”

The General waited for the others to leave and for Vladimir to take his seat, “We have all come on a long journey together, which is not over. I thank you for keeping your silence about our deal all these months. You have shown extreme loyalty.”

Vladimir did not respond. The General placed a letter on the table and said, “I will be back in 30 minutes. I would like you to read this letter while I’m gone.”

Vladimir looked at the General with acknowledgment. He waited for the General to leave before picking up the letter. Turning it over to open it, he first noticed a Royal Seal. Vladimir broke the seal and removed the letter. Vladimir saw his wife’s handwriting. A tear fell to his cheek. Vladimir began reading the letter. He wondered what pain this letter might bring to him.

My Darling Vladimir,

Before you begin to worry, we are fine and being treated well. Alexandra will be thirteen soon and asks about you every morning. I am sorry if this makes you sad, but I thought you would wish to know you are always in thoughts and dreams. She studies her English daily. She is determined to come find you someday. She is so much like you is it site to behold.

We have been given a lovely farm home—I am not allowed to say where—far from Moscow, and we are told we can live safely here. At this point, I have no reason to doubt anyone.

I am shy about writing my true feelings here because I know more than just you, and I will be reading this letter.

I will say my life with you was one filled with love, no matter how short the time. You showed me love like I never knew it could exist.

I miss your soft touch, comforting words, smell, and the loving gleam in your eyes. There is nothing about you I have forgotten. I pray you feel the same way about me.

I fear we will never see one another again, as we must accept. We are told you are on a mission to help save our homeland. We are proud you were chosen for such a mission of honor.

Alexandra will grow up knowing who you are and what a great man you are, and I will grow old knowing we had one another if only briefly to share our love.

When I see the moon each night, I want you to know I am sending you, my love.

Your Wife Forever – Sasha

Vladimir stood, laying the letter on the table. He looked around; there were no windows in this room. Vladamir picked up the letter and exited the room. He went back down the hallway, through the entrance, past the guards, gasping for air. Once outside, he looked to find the moon. Vladamir could feel his wife. She was there for him.

The guards told him he had to return inside. The General was ready to see him again. He shed no more tears; this was not the time to cry. He returned to the office, where the General was waiting.

Vladimir sat back in his chair, saying, “I’m sorry, General. This is extremely hard for me.”

The General smiled slightly, “I understand, Vladimir. This is extremely hard on all of us. We have all lost contact with the ones we love. You must get control of your emotions. You will be meeting with the King and Queen this evening. I’ve spoken highly of you; please do not disappoint me.”

Vladimir was startled by this news, “The King and Queen? What could I do to help them?”

The General needs Vladimir to be calm. “All in due time. They heard about what you did with the young girl in the village. They wish to meet a man such as you.”

A soldier opened the door before their conversation could continue, just putting his head in, “General, it’s time.”

The General stood, “Come, my friend, it is time.”

Vladimir followed the General out the rear door and through the hallways. They stopped where four guards of the Royal Family stood; you could tell by their unique uniforms. The guards were heavily armed and acknowledged the General with great honor. This General had the ear of the King.

One guard spoke, “Please wait here, General.”

The guard went through a door, returning quickly, “It’s time, General.”

“Come, my friend, and I will introduce you to the King,” the General said, smiling a little.

Entering the next room, Vladimir could hardly believe what he was seeing. It looked as if they had brought the palace to this room. The King and Queen were sitting on a raised platform in golden chairs. People stood in front of them and behind them.

The King looked at the General, and then he looked Vladimir in the eyes; he seemed to smile a little. His head motioned them toward another door behind his throne. The General acknowledged, while touching Vladimir on the arm, to lead him toward the door.

This room had a slightly less formal feeling. A group of generals were sitting at a dinner table in the middle of the room, smoking cigars, and drinking vodka. There was enough food on the table to feed twenty people. In the far corner, he saw three women tending to five children; when one of the women moved, he saw another young lady holding a baby in her arms. She was trying to quiet the crying baby.

The General said, “Sit here, Vladimir, and welcome to the inner circle of our King.”

Vladimir was overwhelmed. This was a great honor but one he feared would come with a high price. Vladimir thought even his death would not come close to paying the price he was already paying, knowing he would never see his wife and daughter again. He sat down, and one of the generals poured him vodka. Vladimir drank the vodka all at once.

One of the generals said, “Don’t worry; I was nervous the first time I met the King. Everyone is when they meet him.”

The general poured him another drink, “We have heard of you and what you did in the village. You are a man of honor in our eyes.”

The room became quiet when a guard walked in. All but Vladimir knew this was the guard who would always enter a room before the King. The generals checked their uniforms, stood, and motioned to Vladimir to stand.

Before Vladimir could check his clothes, the King was in the room, walking toward him and extending his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Vladimir.”

Vladimir looked at the General before extending his hand; the General nodded yes. Vladimir shook the hand of the King. Things were happening fast. The King stepped to the side, allowing his wife, the Queen, to be seen.

The King said, “This is Queen Alexandra.”

The Queen said, “It’s an honor to meet you Vladimir. I’m honored your daughter has my name.”

The King whispered into his Queen’s ear; she smiled at Vladimir. She went to the corner with the children and the women caring for them. They all left through a side door.

The King sat at the head of the table, “Everyone, please sit down.”

The King paused for a moment, letting everyone settle, “Everyone knows why we are here, but Vladimir.”

Looking at Vladimir, the King said, “Someone pour this great man a drink. I see no reason to relive what happened back in the village. I know Vladimir has read the letter from his wife, and they are safe, far from Moscow.”

The King turned to one of the generals and said, “Please explain to Vladimir what we will ask him to do for his country.”

One of the generals opened a curtain on the wall. Vladimir saw maps, oceans, and much written information. He noticed various stages were crossed out. This was stage four, and they were in it now.

The general in front of the map explained, “The plan is for a ship to leave from Saint Petersburg and travel the seas, docking in different ports to establish the vessel as a merchant ship and end up in New Orleans in about one year. Vladimir, your job will be to protect the King’s property until someone comes for you. You can take your four followers if they are up to this mission. Your reward is your family will remain safe. Do you have questions?”

Vladimir had to ask, “What if I do not wish to go on this mission?”

The General said calmly, “You really have no choice. We can wait for news your wife and daughter are dead. Then we will execute you, or you can accept the mission. Keep in mind, this is still Russia.”

Vladimir continued, “I am already dead. I am not who I was born to be in this world.”

The General offered a little encouragement, saying, “Your family is not dead.”

Vladimir raised his voice slightly, “Then go kill them, and I will wait for my death.”

The general raised his voice and said, “You are either crazy or a man with too much honor, perhaps more than one man needs, but let us hope your honor is not blind.”

The King said, “You generals, please leave. And please ask the Queen to join us.”

The Queen came to the King’s side. He whispered in her ear. The Queen left the room. She returned, followed by a young woman—the one he had seen before, caring for the baby earlier. They sat next to the King.

The King began, “Vladimir, I will speak to you as a man and a father. Our Kingdom is doomed. It will happen very soon. No one knows about my son, our sixth child. We wish to keep it this way. I am sorry for the General’s threats. No harm will happen to your family. We ask you to help us because you are not afraid of death. You protected the child in the village from a horrible death. That took courage; the other soldiers could have killed you. Whether you realize it or not, most either fear or respect you. I personally respect the choice you made in the village. Had it been my daughter? I would be thanking you. The journey we are asking you to make will be long; a good chance this will be a one-way trip to a new way of life. You will be given money and an identity in America. What will it take for you to go on this mission?”

Vladimir spoke as one father to another, “My King, you’re asking me to sacrifice my family for your sake. My King, everyone has heard rumors of a revolution.”

The King continued, “I am asking you to give up a lot. I realize this, but you are a loyal soldier, and our bloodline must continue. We have searched for over one year, looking for a man with your honor. No one is saying someday you cannot return for your family.”

Vladimir was about to respond when the Queen spoke, “My King, may I tell him more?”

The King nodded, and she continued, “Vladimir, this is my cousin, Antoinette, from France. She was chosen because she speaks English, Russian, and French and understands other languages. She will care for the baby. We need someone to watch after her. We have picked a place called New Orleans because she has family there who can help both of you.”

Vladimir asked, “You think two years?”

“I would stay with three to five years,” the King responded.

Vladimir lowered his head, shaking from left to right, “That is a long time. Yet it gives me more hope than I have had on this journey.”

The King’s voice remained low and calm, “There’s always a light at the end of the tunnel. Sometimes, you just have to look for it.”

Vladimir asked, “I wish to communicate with my wife.”

The King remained low-key, “That would be impossible; time is very short.”

The Queen interrupted, “My King, let this man help us. Whatever his terms, as you said, time is short.”

The King considered his wife’s eyes, “One letter.”

Vladimir pushed, “And a return letter from her.”

The King firmed his tone, “Do not push me too far, comrade.”

“My King!” spoke the Queen.

The King asked, “Tell me exactly your thoughts?”

Vladimir laid out his request: “I want to write a letter to my wife. I wish to know exactly where my wife and daughter are living. I realize there can be no written record of this place. Once we communicate, I will complete this task.”

The King asked the General, “General, what are your thoughts?”

The General responded, “I see little to no choice, and I trust this man.”

The King turned back to Vladimir, “Go write your letter. Remember, once your wife reads it, it will be burned. And when she replies, there will be no evidence of her letter. Have your letter finished by morning. Time is short.”

The General said, “Vladimir, you can use my office.”

The General took Vladimir to his office, posting a soldier outside the door with orders not to disturb Vladimir. He ordered the guard to bring Vladimir food and drink from the King’s table.

The General said, “Vladimir, I will arrange for your letter to leave at daybreak, which only gives you a few hours. You understand?”

Vladimir said, “Yes, General, I completely understand. Thank you.”

Vladimir waited until his food and drink were brought to him. He set his pen and paper on the table and began to pace. Wondering what he could say with words that would hold his whole heart and soul.

Shasa my Love

I have met with the King and Queen, who allowed me to write to you. You will have to read this letter and then burn it.

All is not lost or is having hope worse than having no hope. I choose to have hope because this is the path my heart tells me to follow.

Remember the town of New Orleans. My journey will take me three to five years. If you do not wait for me, I will completely understand. If I live, I will come for you and Alexandra. If another ever visits you and they mention this town’s name—New Orleans—go with them. I do not know if or how this will work.

I looked at the moon this evening and felt your love, as I will do every evening.

Always with Love – Vladimir

The General returned, telling Vladimir it was time to send the letter to his wife. He took the letter, using his seal to ensure it traveled safely to its destination.

The General told Vladimir, “You’re to collect your belongings. You will be moving into the Royal Tent. The King and Queen wish to ensure the last part of your training goes uninterrupted. You are to say nothing of this night to anyone. Do you understand?”

Vladimir asked, “What about those who have followed me faithfully?”

The General said, “We’ll work on this soon.”

Vladimir trusted the General but wanted to hear his words, “Are my followers safe?”

The General was brief, “Yes, they’ll be fine. Now go.”

Vladimir felt he could not betray Viktor and the others. Finding pen and paper, he wrote a brief note and put it under Viktor’s pillow.

The note said, “I am fine. You will be fine. Now destroy this note.”

Vladimir returned to the General’s office, where he was met by the Queen’s cousin, Antoinette.

Her accent was not Russian, “I’m going to take you to your room. Please follow me.”

Hesitating, Vladimir asked, “Do you follow orders blindly?”

Antoinette responded dismissively, “I agreed to help my relatives. I will go to America. There’s trouble in my part of the world, as in yours. You should be pleased.”

Vladimir’s words were from his heart, “I miss my family.”

Still showing no compassion, she said, “I’ve given up a lot to make this journey. Many have died.”

Vladimir said, “It will be a long journey.”

She almost smiled, “I look at it as an adventure.”

Vladimir told her, “You are young. Time will change your excitement.”

Stoneface, she said, “Perhaps time will do this thing, but it has not thus far.”

Vladimir understood her reasoning, “Yes, perhaps you are right; one must live their own journeys.”

She ended this debate by saying, “Now follow me. You have much to learn in the next several weeks.”

Vladimir suddenly felt tired, “Am I to have more schooling?”

She could see he was not looking forward to more schooling, which brought the first genuine smile to her face.

Antoinette commanded, “Yes, you must learn French. They speak a lot of French in New Orleans.”

Vladimir pleaded, “I need some rest. This day and night have been long for me.”

She agreed, “Yes, you shall get your rest and food. We shall begin in the morning. I will let the Queen know you really need to rest. She is a very understanding lady. She is not the only one who heard what you did in the village. She’s the one who chose you for this honor.”

Vladimir was tired of this talk, “Yes, this honor, I’ve heard this word often.”

She smiled once more, “No more talk. Follow me.”

Leading Vladimir back through the King and Queen’s throne room. He saw the children again, only pausing to look for a moment. She led him down a hallway, opening a door to his new room. The tent room was nicely offered, nicer than any he had known; it was warmed by a stove in the corner. Vladimir lay on his bed, beginning to wonder about what was happening, but soon, the day’s stress took its toll, and he fell asleep.


Chapter 15
The Queen Pleads


Vladimir slept until a knock at his door woke him. Antoinette reminded him that dinner would be served in one hour. He was expected to join the King and Queen at the main table after freshening up in the bathroom down the hall. Vladimir joined the servants in the same room as the royal family, avoiding the King’s gaze. Dinner was a quiet affair, with little conversation apart from the occasional stolen glance from the Queen. Afterward, one of the servants directed Vladimir back to his room, informing him that breakfast would be at 8 a.m., followed by his new lessons at 9 a.m.

Upon entering his lesson room one morning, Vladimir was surprised to find the Queen, Antoinette, and a baby waiting for him. The Queen invited him to sit beside her and asked how old his daughter was. Vladimir thought of his daughter fondly before answering she had recently turned thirteen. The Queen remarked on this being an age of exploration and asked if his daughter was like him. Vladimir chuckled and replied that his wife had said she had my will.

The Queen expressed her own struggles, saying she was giving up a child while he had given up a child. She handed the baby to Vladimir and implored him to accept this child as his own. Love him as you love your daughter.

Vladimir tried to protest, saying none of this had been discussed beforehand. The Queen insisted this baby needed a strong male figure, and only someone like Vladimir could fulfill that role. They continued their conversation. Vladimir wondered about the state of their country and the significance of the revolution brewing.

The Queen’s tone softened as she spoke. “I am forbidden to confirm this information, but you deserve to know. Our country is on the brink of a revolution. There are discrepancies in our royal records. My husband, myself, and our five children are all accounted for, but there is no record of this newborn baby. The records have been altered to show that I had a miscarriage, and officially, the baby does not exist.”

Vladimir leaned back slightly, feeling the weight of the responsibility being placed upon him.

The Queen continued, hoping he was beginning to understand the importance of this situation. “It is a great responsibility. I ask of you. I trust you will come to love my child just as much as I do. You have not asked for his name.”

Vladimir struggled to find his words as he processed all this latest information and the weight of the task before him.

“I am very nervous,” the Queen persisted. “Today, he will be named after you—John J. Williams Jr. That is what his paperwork will say. Will you feel honored?”

The word “honored” kept appearing in conversations. Vladimir admitted, “I’m not sure what to say, think, or feel.”

The Queen reassured him kindly. “As with any major life change, it takes time to adjust and fully comprehend.”

Vladimir could not help but relate to her statement. In recent months, his life has been laced with unexpected changes.

She added, with a hint of sadness in her eyes, “My journey is ending soon, but yours is just beginning. Please promise me that you will care for my child in my absence. Just as you did for the young child in the village.”

Vladimir was moved by her sincere words and touched her shoulder to comfort her. She met his gaze and spoke again, “I see strength in your eyes. Please promise me this.”

What could he say? She had him. “Yes, I promise,” Vladimir said, looking down at the baby, whom he was still cradling. And to you, Little John J, I also make this promise.”

He could not help but feel something for the innocent child in his arms.

The Queen rose to leave and turned back to hand Vladimir a white silk scarf from around her neck. “Please tell him of me someday and give him this scarf.”

The Queen left the room, leaving Vladimir alone with Antoinette and the baby. Antoinette placed a letter on the table. She told him they would be leaving at daybreak. Vladimir knew it was from his wife and hesitated to open it, knowing it might be their final communication. After staring at it for an eternity, he finally broke the seal.

My Dearest Vladimir

I am still trying to grasp the events that have led us here, but you hold the reins of our fate. We received your letter and will remember the name you mentioned. We were given a generous amount of gold. More than you could earn as a soldier in a lifetime. We are grateful for your care and protection. The soldiers speak of you as a legendary man. We are incredibly proud of you.

I will wait two lifetimes for you. Your words about hope resonate deeply with me. I pray it is not in vain.

Alexandra is adjusting well to her new surroundings. There are other children in the village with whom she can play, and she has already made new friends.

The village is still unnamed, but we have been told it is 150 miles from Moscow. The moon will always be our companion, no matter where we go.

With eternal love,

Sasha

Vladimir knew he could not keep this letter. He ripped off the part that said, “With eternal love, Sasha,” and tucked it into his boot before walking to the burning stove in the corner of the room. With a heavy heart, he watched as the last piece of paper turned to ash.

Morning came quickly, and Vladimir could hear the staff bustling around, preparing to leave. There was a soft knock on his door. Antoinette entered without waiting for an invitation.

“It’s time to go,” she said.

Vladimir exited his room; two guards were waiting for him. They led him back through familiar corridors. Everyone was already boarding the train. He was told to join the staff towards the back. He sat next to Antoinette and the baby, wondering how long this train ride would be.

Antoinette said, “It will take about two days to reach the boats.”

Vladimir shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts, “How did you know what I was thinking?”

Antoinette replied matter-of-factly, “Who isn’t thinking that question right now?”

Vladimir realized she was right, “I guess you’re right.”

Antoinette smiled, “But don’t worry, with age comes wisdom. You will learn to enjoy staying in one place and calling it home. We are going on a journey to our new home in America!”

Vladimir changed the subject, “You’re related to royalty?”

Proudly, Antoinette replied, “I’m second cousins with the Queen. She spent a lot of time in France with my family.”

Vladimir sympathized with the Queen’s situation, “I feel sorry for her.”

Confused, Antoinette looked at him and down at her baby, “Why?”

Without looking at her, Vladimir replied, “I understand how she feels.”

Antoinette nodded and said, “Yes, you know those feelings all too well. Is there anything else you want to learn before we arrive? I have brought books to sharpen your French. It will be helpful where we go.”

Vladimir took the book gratefully, “What kind of clothes are you wearing?”

Antoinette looked down at her dress and replied, “They were brought from America. I am told it’s the latest fashion.”

Vladimir nodded approvingly, “Interesting. This will certainly be an educational journey.”

With a smile, Antoinette added, “Perhaps my youth will come in handy after all.”

The following two days passed quickly. Antoinette kept the trip lively with constant questions. She ensured Vladimir was learning French. He still had a long way to go. Occasionally, she would leave him holding the baby.

She decided, “From now on, we should use your American name and call the baby by his new name. This way, he will get used to our voices.”

Agreeing with her logic, John J. asked, “What is your American name?”

Antoinette responded happily, “I’ll keep my first name be called Antoinette Williams. French names are accepted in America.”

John J. could not help but smile, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Antoinette Williams. I’m John J. Williams.”

They chuckled before Antoinette replied, “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Williams.”

Finally, they arrived at their destination - two large cargo ships with steam billowing from their pipes.

They gathered their belongings and prepared to disembark; Vladimir felt a tap on his shoulder. It was the General, “Good luck, comrade,” he said.

John J. furrowed his brow, looking puzzled, “Aren’t you coming with us?” he asked the General.

“My place is by the King and Queen’s side. We may cross paths again,” the General replied.

John J. shook the General’s hand gratefully. “Thank you, General. I wish you all the best.”

As they boarded the ship. It became clear they were on their own and would need to rely on each other for survival. Fewer people were joining them than John J. had expected; only 20 or 30 individuals. He noticed a second identical ship with more people boarding but like his ship not with as many as expected. Vladimir knew the fate of those who would be left behind.


Chapter 16
The Voyage


Their quarters were bleak, which did not bother John J.; he was battlefield-proven, sleeping when and where he could. He had grown fond of Antoinette. They found solace in each other’s company. Their quarters consisted of three rooms: a small bedroom with two beds, a front room with a small stove and a bathroom, and two portholes. They would learn they would live in luxury compared to the rest of the crew.

There was a knock at the door. A crew member told John J., the ship’s captain, wished to see him on the bridge. The bridge, he thought, so much to learn.

“What is your American name?” came first from the captain, a stern man with a commanding presence.

John J. answered, “John J. Williams.”

The ship’s captain, “Well, Mr. Williams, I’m the ship’s captain. Compare me to your King. That’s the way of the sea.”

John J. confirmed he understood, “I will do as you wish, Captain.”

The ship’s captain continues, “I’m the only one on board who knows who and what you’re doing here.”

John J., staying low-key, said, “I understand, Captain.”

The captain explained, “Our journey will be long and hard. New people try to learn the ways of the sea, get trustworthy, and think they can trust a shipmate. This is not the way. Do not let your guard down.”

John J. would take this man at his word, “I understand, Captain.”

The captain of the ship was used to giving orders only once.

“To keep from going crazy, you will need a job. I spoke with the General who has faith in you. You shall learn the ways of the sea,” the captain said, his voice a mix of authority and concern.

John J. remained reserved, “Thank you, captain.”

The ship’s captain pointed to a table in the corner of the bridge, “There is our chart table. You will begin by learning to read ocean charts.”

John J. liked this idea, “I’ll do as you wish, captain.”

The captain continued his plan for John J., “We will arrange for your new family to dine in your quarters, but I wish you to dine with the crew and learn their ways.”

So far, so good, John J. thought, “I look forward to it, captain.”

The captain dismissed John J., “Be back here at 6 p.m. when your lessons will start. Until then, feel free to get to know the ship. We are now ready to get underway.”

John J. was filled with emotions as he made his way to the back of the ship, or as he was learning to call it – aft. He watched his homeland fade into the distance, a bittersweet sight. Returning to his quarters, he found Antoinette and the baby playing. Their presence brings comfort to this new, unfamiliar world.

Antoinette spoke first, “John J., I think that’s what I’ll call you, and the baby will be called Little John. What do you think?”

John J. still felt upbeat from his meeting with the captain, “I think that will be fine.”

Antoinette told John J., “I hear the excitement in your voice. John J. I told you there would be excitement on the journey.”

John J. had much on his mind, “Yes, you did; now I must return to the bridge to begin training.”

Antoinette was fearless in taking charge and said, “Keep in mind, you must continue your lessons with me, learning French and practicing the ways of the Americans. We must fit into their world. You must remember you have a new son,” Her voice filled with determination.

“I understand. How old is the baby?” Vladimir asked.

Looking down at the baby, Antoinette kissed him on the cheek, “He’s 12 months old, John J.”

John J. learned about the crew; most were not from Russia. There was a mix, including France, England, and more; he thought he should try to speak only French or English, which would help him become more fluent. The captain was Russian, but he spoke English and French very well. Reporting to the chart desk on the bridge, John J. was to be trained by a Frenchman, a seasoned sailor with a weathered face and a kind smile.

The French sailor greeted John J., “Welcome, sir, I’ll teach you to read the stars and steer the ship.”

Over the next three months, this would be an everyday task for John J. He would also spend time in the engine room, learning the intricacies of the ship’s operations. The tasks were daunting at first, but with each passing day, John J. felt himself growing more confident and capable.

One evening, John J. was summoned to the captain’s quarters, “Come in and sit down; you will be dining with me this evening.”

John J. was excited; he could learn more about his future, “Thank you, sir.”

The captain, “Vodka?”

“Yes, please,” John J. said, “This vodka is from Russia.

Smiling while topping John J.’s glass, the captain said, “Yes, it is, and so am I.”

John J. said, “I thought so but did not wish to ask.”

The captain said, “Your General is my brother.”

Looking up at the captain while shooting down his vodka, John J. said, “Now that you mention it, I see some similar traits.”

The captain’s voice expressed a genuine concern: “I worry about my brother. I did ask him to join us, but he is very loyal to his King.”

Nodding, John J. said, “Yes, he is loyal to the King.”

With stern voice, the captain said, “He is not my King.”

Quickly, John J. replied, “He is, my King.”

The captain lightens his serious tone, “That is fine with me. We have been at sea for three months; I imagine the revolution has started by now. I do fear for the safety of my brother.”

John J. said, “Your brother is a fair and honorable man.”

The captain told John J., “He always has been since we grew up together.”

This was the first news John J. had heard of his homeland, “What will happen to our homeland?”

The captain sat down, sipped his vodka, and said, “In the revolution, many will die, which is why we are here; to save a little old Russia.”

John J. was curious to know what the captain knew, “What do you know?”

The captain said frankly, “I know who you are, why you were chosen for the mission, and about the baby.”

Pressing on, John J. asked, “When will we arrive in New Orleans?”

The captain ponders the question momentarily, “In six months or so, we should establish trade with other countries, trying to visit as many ports as possible to create a new paper trail. How are you and the young lady getting along?”

John J. needed more time to prepare for this subject, “We’re doing fine.”

Informing John J., the Captain said, “You do not sleep in your quarters very often.”

John J. wanted to become aggressive, but this was personal, and he remained calm, “I have a wife and child back home.”

The captain spoke in a faint voice, “Some of the crew members are noticing your patterns. This is not safe for any of us. She must be treated as your wife; everyone must see this happening.”

John J., “I understand, but it is hard for me.”

The captain asked, “How does she feel?”

John J. responded “I am not sure.”

In a suggested manner, the captain said, “This is a conversation you should have with her.”

John J. said, “I understand. I am afraid I might fall in love with her.”

With a quiet laugh, the captain said, “You should; this is how it is meant to be for you two.”

John J. felt he would eventually come to this point, “It will be difficult for me.”

The captain, offering words of wisdom, said, “She’s a pretty lady; how hard could it be to fall in love with such a woman?”

John J. could not agree more, “I fear not hard at all.”

The captain changed the subject. His brother told him not to push John J. into a corner, “I hear you’re learning the ways of the sea and ship.”

John J. was happy the subject changed, “I’ve taken to the sea.”

Topping off their glasses, the captain told John J., “It does that to men. She is an alluring lady, but be careful; never take her for granted, or she’ll drag you to the bottom.”

The captain informed John J., “We dock at our first port of call in two days. We’ll be docking in Africa, a wild and untamed land where you’ll be by my side.”

John J. was ready to see land, he said, “I will be there.”

Dismissing John J. and speaking advising, the captain said, “Now go and speak to your lady. You must make things right between you two for the best of everyone.”

John J. stood to leave and said, “I’ll do just that. And thank you.”

John J. knew the captain was right but did not wish to forget his family at home. He wandered the ship for an hour or so, ending up aft, looking at the moon. His message to his wife was short, letting her know this was not the end for them.

He returned to his quarters, greeted by a smile. Antoinette said, “Good to see you have returned. You spend little time with me and the baby, only for your lessons.”

John J. felt the Captain and Antoinette had already had this conversation. She was always ahead of most.

John J. sat beside Antoinette, “That is why I’m here; we must talk.”

Antoinette smiled, “It took you long enough.”

John J. said, “I have a family. A wife and daughter, you must know things are difficult for me.”

Antoinette would not let this conversation die, “This is very difficult for everyone.”

John J. continued, but slowly, “I’ve been with the captain.”

Smiling but not hearing what she wanted, Antoinette asked, “Do you have news to share with me?”

John J. told her, “We will be porting in Africa in a few days.”

Antoinette said, “I look forward to putting my feet on land again.”

John J. said, “So do I.”

Antoinette asked, “Any news about your homeland to be told?”

John J., said sadly, “The captain thinks the revolution has started.”

Nodding, Antoinette said, “All knew it was going to happen.”

John J. had prolonged his point of this conversation long enough, “Where do you and I go from here?”

Antoinette was wise beyond her young years, “Where do you wish for it to go from here?”

John J. was nervous, “Answering a question with a question only spins us in a circle.”

He wanted straight answers. Antoinette was a lady who spoke her mind, and she did, “I think you’re a fine man. You have respected me all these months. You are learning to love this child. We should fall in love.”

A bold answer, he thought, but at least there was little ice left to break. His eyes widened slightly when he said, “That is to the point.”

Antoinette smiled and said jokingly, “A typical man, you ask for it, we give it, and you run away.”

John J. was still a little off his feet. “Perhaps you’re wiser than I have thought.”

Antoinette told John J, “I may be young, but I am wise to the ways of the world.” Opening a bottle of wine. She continued, “The captain and I have spoken together.”

John J. took a sip of his wine and said, “It seems the captain has ideas about our relationship.”

Antoinette had no intention of letting the captain enter this conversation, “I’m not trying to take the place of your wife. I’m sure she is a good woman.”

John J. paused to reflect, took a sip of his wine to stall, and said, “I’m not sure I wish to speak about her with you.”

Antoinette respected John J. and his wife, “I can understand your feelings.”

He looked at the sleeping baby and told her, “I have feelings for this baby.”

Antoinette spoke softly, “Then you should learn to call him your son. Have you ever had a son?”

John J. said, “No, I just have a daughter.”

Antoinette said, “Well, I’d think every man would want a son. Now you can teach him.”

John J. felt relaxed talking to Antoinette on this level, “I agree with you. Where do we go from here?”

They had finished about half the bottle of wine, Antoinette stood, crossed the small room, and sat in John J.’s lap, looking him in the eyes and telling him, “I see your soul through your eyes, and what I see, I like.”

“You are a beautiful woman,” he kissed her.

When he began to speak again, she put her finger to his lips. “No more talk tonight.” She stood, took him by the hand, and led him to the small bedroom.

When Antoinette woke, John J. was not at her side. She went to their small living room, where she found him holding and feeding the baby. She smiled, “I see you have a new friend.”

John J. looked up into Antoinette’s sparkling eyes and spoke, “It seems I have found two new friends.”

She blushed slightly, “He will be strong and wise to the world.”

Antoinette reminded John J. why this had all started the night before, “I would like an official wedding. The captain said he could marry us.”

John J. spoke with a questioning voice. “That seems a little fast for me.”

Antoinette said firmly, “When you are ready to share my bed again, you let me know.”

John J. loved her; she was a strong woman. “I see my new wife has a mind of her own.”

Antoinette smiled, “That’s much better. There’s much you will learn about me.”

John J. believed her, “I’ll speak with the captain about the wedding.”

Antoinette kissed him on the forehead and spoke, “You’re a good man, John J.”

They were married later that day in the captain’s quarters.


Chapter 17
The Sister Ship


As the months passed, John J. grew more attached to his new wife and Little John, who lovingly called him Poppa. Their journey took them to various ports in Africa, including Cape Town and Durban, across the Indian Ocean to Australia and back to Africa. They sailed across the South Atlantic Ocean with the sister ship close behind. John J. wanted more interaction with the sister ship, and their next port of call would present an opportunity.

He was summoned to the captain’s quarters.

The captain commented, “It seems like you’re getting along well with your new family.”

John J. replied, “We’re starting to grow on each other.”

The captain continued, “And how is the baby?”

Proudly, John J. answered, “Little John? He’s doing great, captain.”

The captain shared his plans, “I believe it’s time for us to move onto the next phase of our mission. I received news about our homeland. Unfortunately, things are not looking good for anyone. The King and Queen, along with their five children, have been executed.”

John J. had other concerns. “And my family? Have you heard any updates?”

The captain said, “No news can sometimes be the best.”

It was not what John J. wanted to hear, but he understood the captain’s point. “I understand, Captain,” he replied with contentment and worry. The meeting brought back the harsh reality of his family’s unknown fate, a thought that consumed him.

The captain snapped at him sternly, “Now is not the time to feel sorry for yourself. You must stay focused. My first mate from the sister ship will join us for dinner tonight. Meet me at 9 p.m. on the bridge.”

John J. promised, “I’ll be there.”

Joining the First Mate of the sister ship, the men shared vodka in silence until the First Mate interrupted by asking, “Any updates from our homeland?”

The captain replied, “I have heard our country has taken over and formed a new party. There have been many more executions.”

The first mate asks, “Where are we with our plans?”

Glancing at John J., the Captain said, “I believe he is ready.”

The first mate continued, “When do we start?”

The captain said, “I think tomorrow morning would be suitable.”

Turning to John J., he added, “We will try not to have a completely no-witness plan. If necessary, we will need your help. Do you foresee any problems?”

John J. spoke confidently, “No, Captain.”

They continued drinking vodka and reminiscing about their past lives in Russia. It seemed like they would be there all night.

John J. had heard enough, “Gentlemen, I must return to my family now.”

They nodded in agreement. John J. was enjoying his new life, hoping he had seen an end to all the killings in his lifetime.

The captain told him, “Meet us in my cabin at 5 a.m.”

John J. assured him, “I will be there.” Then he asked, “Should I be concerned about my family’s safety?”

The captain responded firmly, “No, they will be safe.”

Antoinette had learned to understand John J.’s moods and asked, “What’s on your mind this evening?”

John J. had grown close with Antoinette and did not hold anything back, “I fear there may be tremendous changes tomorrow morning. I must meet with the captain early.”

She asked with concern, “Should I be worried?”

John J. tried to calm Antoinette’s worries, saying, “I don’t think there’s anything you should worry about.”

Her voice was soothing as she replied, “Then you should get some rest. I’ll wake you up early.”

She kissed him on the forehead. Antoinette stayed awake all night, watching her family, and woke him up early in the morning.

John J. tiptoed, kissing his wife and son goodbye. He entered the captain’s quarters. As expected, the Captain and the First Mate. To his surprise, Viktor and a table filled with various weapons.

Viktor greeted Vladimir, saying, “I am now Ronald, your oldest friend.”

John J. kept it serious, “Welcome, my old friend. It is good to see you again. What about the others? How are they?”

The captain interrupted their reunion with a commanding tone. “They are fine. However, they will be left with the others. We cannot have too many witnesses on our ship. They will have a better chance of survival here than at sea. Do you agree?”

John J. could have argued against this decision but seeing the look in the captain’s eyes and all the weapons in the room seemed pointless. “Yes, captain.”

The captain began to lay out their plan. “First, we will bring the men into town, where they will be given women and alcohol until dark. John J., you must always be seen. The men trust you. Ronald will be by your side.”

The captain instructed them to each choose two pistols and a knife. “Take these with you. Just in case killing becomes necessary. It would be best to keep this operation quiet at all costs.”

The captain told them they had made payments to local authorities.

The captain said, “It’s time for you to see something”

Once on board the sister ship, the group climbed down ladders into the dark depths, where few would ever go. Using a key from the captain’s coat, they unlocked the doors.

Finally, at the last door, the captain said, “What you are about to see will amaze you. I was told not to show you, John J., but you have earned the right to see it. Only a few of us have seen this treasure until now.”

The captain opened the door to reveal chests upon chests, all locked and chained together. He handed Ronald a key and instructed him to open one of the chests. As promised, John J. and Ronald were amazed by what they saw inside.

Ronald asked in awe, “John J., do you see all this treasure?”

John J. could hardly believe so much gold existed in the world. “How could I not see it? Tell me, are all these chests filled like this one?”

The captain lifted a gold bar. “Yes, they have been melted down and reformed without any country’s stamp, making them easy to sell. This is truly the King’s treasure.”

He reminded them to keep quiet about what they had seen before sending them off with the other men into town.

On their walk, Viktor slipped up, saying, “Vladimir.”

Vladimir said, “Stop! Never mention that name again. I am John J. Williams, and you are my oldest friend, Ronald. We must make these things second nature.”

Ronald apologized and asked how John J. was coping with everything.

John J. replied, “I have been doing well, learning the ways of the sea.”

Ronald confided in John J, “I’ve learned the ins and outs of life at sea, and I find myself pleased with its ways.”

John J. gave a brief nod to his friend., “The sea has also captured my heart. Each day is a new adventure, just like our lives lately.”

They reached land, heading to a bar where others from their original group were waiting. They shared stories and caught up on how each had adapted to their new lives. As the night wore on, John J. and Ronald could not bring themselves to tell them the truth about them leaving for good. Instead, they bought more drinks, feeling guilty about saying goodbye without saying anything. Ronald went first, and John J. stayed behind for a little longer out of loyalty to his friends. He pulled one of them aside and discreetly handed him a pistol with extra rounds and his knife.

He said, “This is the best I can do for you.”

His friend replied, “Thank you for thinking of us. We understand this is all you can do.”

John J. joined Ronald to return to the ship.

They saw the captain perched on the bridge as they approached the ships. Armed guards were posted along the rails of both ships, making it clear that only those who were supposed to board would be allowed to board. The captain signaled for John J. to come aboard his ship while Ronald returned to the sister ship. Once they were underway and in deep water, a tow rope was secured between the two ships, and the sistership crew transferred over to the mother ship. Only the first mate and one other remained on the sister ship to help steer it. Days into their journey, everyone was awakened by alarms blaring on deck. The captain ordered everyone to gather at the back of the ship. John J. brought his family. They watched as a small boat pulled alongside the mother ship. The first mate and one other were in the boat, and after being helped onboard, their small vessel was set adrift. The crew gathered around the tow line. The sister ship was released, and with the mother ship’s engines running at full speed, they created a distance between the two ships. Suddenly, explosions erupted from the sister ship. The fire shot up from its smokestacks. It began to tilt sideways and eventually sank, disappearing beneath the ocean’s surface.

The captain said, “We are now passing through one of the deepest parts of the ocean. Our next destination is New Orleans. Everyone returns to their stations. John J. and Ronald, meet me on the bridge in one hour and bring your family.”

They regrouped in their quarters; John J. turned to Antoinette and said, “We must remember this spot.”

Antoinette was unfazed and seemed to know more than she let on. “There’s no need for that; I already know where we are and what happened.”

John J. did not want to be fooled, “What do you mean by ‘what happened’?”

Antoinette’s sharp voice filled the room, “I know about the gold, John J.”

John J’s heart lightened with relief at her knowledge, “I never would have believed there was so much gold in existence.”

“It rightfully belongs to your son,” she remarked.

John J was not taken aback by this revelation. “I suspected as much, but how will we retrieve it from the depths of the sea?”

Antoinette kissed John J’s cheek and replied, “We have our whole lives to figure it out.”

John J embraced her, gazing deeply into her eyes and saying, “You have brought me unending happiness these past few months.”

She confessed, “I am content with you, John J. This situation could have turned out much worse for us, but we had not fallen in love.”

Everyone took their seats as they entered the captain’s quarters and were handed new files.

The captain began to explain., “These are the updated identities you must commit to memory. You should all know about each other. Depending on weather conditions, we should arrive in New Orleans within a week, and I trust all will go smoothly.”

The captain called everyone to the bridge on their arrival in New Orleans, “We are there; your new home is right before you. It has been a long journey. This is where your new journey begins. After all, you will be raising a King.”

John J grasped Antoinette’s hand, “I believe we are ready.”

With a smile, Antoinette replied, “I am ready to start a life with my new family. It has been quite a journey. We are grateful to you, captain.”

The captain returned the smile, “I knew your father; he was brave. He would be proud of you both. I fought many battles by his side.”

John J, asked Antoinette, “Your father was a soldier?”

Antoinette glanced at John J, “Yes, he fought for France in many battles. He passed away when I was ten.”

John J’s eyes filled with sympathy for her loss, “I am sorry to hear that.”

Antoinette squeezed his hand gently, “Every child needs a father. They need two parents.”

John J’s mind drifted momentarily to his family back in Russia. Antoinette tightened her grip on his hand and reassured him, “Your life is far from over, John J.”

He replied gratefully, “Yes, I will hold my head high.”

“That’s the spirit; now I must go finish packing,” She kissed him.

The captain further instructed, “Alright, gentlemen, our journey’s final and most difficult part is upon us. First, we will be boarded by a pilot guiding the ship into port. Once we are docked, two customs officers will come aboard to check our papers. They may ask questions, and there could be trouble if they see anyone sweating.”

The pilot arrived and steered the ship to its designated dock without any issues. As predicted by the captain, the customs officers came on board afterward. They spent an hour reviewing the ship’s documents and the crew members’ papers before one of them inquired, “Where is the baby?”

John J. said, “He is with his mother, finishing our packing so we can disembark. She has been eager to set foot on land and feels cooped up.”

The customs officer nodded understandingly, “I can imagine after such a long voyage. Why would you go on such a long journey with your wife and child?”

The captain spoke up, explaining he had taken John J. on for training because he wanted to learn the paths of the sea and did not want to be separated from his family. The customs officer asked how John J. did in his training. The captain replied that he believed John J. could sail the ship worldwide. When asked about his plans in New Orleans, John J. mentioned that he may continue working at sea. The officer praised the fishing fleets in New Orleans and left the ship.

The captain offered all a drink to seal the deal. They enjoyed Russian vodka. The first mate announced the lawyer had arrived. The lawyer’s job was to complete William’s home purchase in America. With everything signed and packed, they left the ship. The porters complained about the weight of Antoinette’s luggage, which made everyone laugh. In the carriage, John J. asked Antoinette why her luggage was so heavy, to which she replied that not everything had gone down with the sister ship.


Chapter 18
Jack takes the Job


Motar touched me on the shoulder, “Jack, Mr. Rivers, are you sleeping?” His voice cut through the haze of my thoughts.

I felt I had been sleeping. But more like a trance from the unique blend I had been smoking, “No, I’m fine. That was some story.”

Motar said with excitement, “It was more than a story, Jack.”

I was still not back to feeling one hundred percent normal, “I realize you two are serious. Do you really believe this story to be true?”

Kassim enters the conversation, “Jack, we have searched for the past ten years. We’re not getting anywhere to find out if this story is true.”

“We truly believe it to be true, Jack,” Motar said.

I said, “I’m unsure if I’m the person to hunt down this story. Why not hire private investigators in New Orleans?”

Kassim said with disappointment, “We have hired two, but both with dead ends.”

I warned them, “This may be out of my range.”

Kassim was encouraging, “Jack, you worked for free for four long years to get our business, and now you have it. Do you not want our business?”

I said quickly, “Of course, I want the business, but treasure hunting, that’s a tall order.”

“What we are seeking could be worth billions on today’s market,” Motar said, his voice filled with excitement and caution.

Kassim kept his voice in high spirits, “And, until now, we do not believe they had the technology to recover the gold.”

I asked, “Why has Katie not gotten involved?”

Kassim continued, “She will help if needed, but we want an independent with no ties to run this operation. With too many hands in the fishbowl, we could lose control.”

I agreed, “Yeah, one of the big Wall Street firms would take this deal from you.”

Kassim informed me. “We are prepared to finance this operation to the fullest.”

I told them, “Okay, but here’s the deal. If I dedicate my life to this and not go out to find other customers, I wish to be paid for my time. Find the gold or not. How will you finance this operation?”

Kassim said, “If you do this for us, you’ll become our main broker. We’ll trade through you, making you a rich man.”

I liked what I heard but wanted to know more. “It will cost a lot to undertake this project,” I said.

Kassim laughed, “Once we get going, we’ll make sure you make enough commissions to cover your research. And we would like for you to work with Katie.”

I said, “That is asking a lot.”

Kassim was straightforward, “She has resources we may need down the road.”

I needed to get as much information as possible because once I committed to this project, I could not turn back.

I asked, “What type of resources?”

Kassim explained further, “Her father is in the shipping industry. He has big ships and connections to other companies all over the world, who have big ships. We may need a big ship to bring the gold up.”

I agreed, “That makes sense, but can we trust her?”

Kassim leaned back in his chair, “We are her largest customer. And we’re her firm’s largest customer.”

I asked, “But what happens when you start moving money over to me.”

Kassim said, “Jack, there’ll be plenty to go around.”

I was ready to comment, but with more terms, “Let us get one thing straight. You are the boss, and I am not working for her. I wish for her to be told this while we are together. I operate in a different manner than she does.”

Motar got involved and asked, “What do you mean, Jack?”

I smiled and said, “I get the job done.”

Motar smiled back, “Fine, that is the attitude we seek to oversee this project.”

At this point, I was committed and ready to embark on this thrilling treasure hunt. I asked, “Do you have files on what the private investigators found? This might help save me some time.”

Kassim said, “Yes, but they are in the Caymans.”

I pushed. If I were to do this, I would want to start hard and fast. I said, “You can fax or email me the information.”

Kassim liked my enthusiasm, “I’ll have them faxed here this morning.”

I was taking charge, “That will be fine. I wish to see another billion moved to my company for repo lines. If I am reading this correctly, you wish to finance this operation through the commissions I earn from you. Is this right?”

Kassim nodded yes, saying, “You are correct; this is what we think. If this gets too big for the commissions to fund. We can set up an offshore corporation to fund the rest.”

Motar was eager to start, “Do you have any ideas yet?”

I paused briefly and said, “Yes, I do, but I wish to see what work has been done. Again, there is no point in retracing steps already taken.”

Kassim stood and motioned toward the door, “There’s a car downstairs waiting to take you back to your room. Go rest, and we will send you a car at noon. By then, I’ll have spoken to Katie and had the information faxed from the Caymans.”

Shaking both men’s hands. “That sounds good to me. By the way, that’s one wicked pipe, and Mr. Motar tells a compelling story.”

I did not sleep, digesting everything I had been told. I also had to contact my office to let them know this trip had been successful and another billion dollars in repos were being moved to our company. The car was about 15 minutes early.

At Kassim’s office in the old section of downtown Luxembourg, Mr. Kassim greeted me and introduced me to three Germans. He asked me to go to lunch with them. He told me they were trying to borrow $256 million to build a floating hotel in Malaysia.

He took me to the side, “Jack, go to lunch with these guys, and let me know if you think they are honest.”

At lunch, one of the Germans leaned over to speak softly to me, “You know there’s a big commission in this deal for anyone who helps us acquire the loan.”

I looked interested, “How much commission?”

The German kept his voice low, “Six hundred thousand U.S. dollars if the full amount is acquired.”

I smiled and said, “That’s good to know, and now, gentlemen, I have got to get back to work.”

Back at the office, Kassim asked me to join him in a quick meeting with the Germans, who had a 30-minute presentation.

Kassim asked me, “Mr. Rivers, what do you think about this deal?”

I looked at the German who had tried to bribe me, “Well, it’s a little out of my scope of things, and I have not run the numbers, but they offered me six hundred thousand in commission if I helped them acquire the loan.”

The Germans turned pale, and Kassim raised his voice, which I had rarely heard, “Gentlemen, this meeting is over. I strongly suggest your exit from Luxemburg is fast.”

After the Germans left, Kassim looked at me and said, “Thank you, Jack. Now let us get down to business.” sliding files over to me. He continued, “Here’s what we’ve learned about New Orleans, which is not much. We’ll have the other funds wired to you in two days.”

I smiled and was relieved. My Middle Eastern group got me stoned and told me stories, and if nothing else came out of the treasure hunt, at least I would make a commission.

I said, “It sounds like we are on track. What about Katie? Is she on board with this plan?”

Kassim showed a little stress in his eyes, which I could understand, as I had only known Katie for a brief time.

“Not at first, but she will come around,” he said, opening a sliding door from the boardroom and asking Mr. Motar and Katie to join us. They entered and took seats.

Kassim began, “Katie, as we have told you, we’re moving more money to Mr. River’s company, which will not greatly impact our business with you.”

Katie, who had no say in the matter, said, “I understand.”

Kassim continued, “Also, Mr. Rivers will be heading up a special project for our group, and we would like your full cooperation.”

Katie was a professional, “I understand.”

What could she say? She was making a million dollars a year off these guys. I would have the same outlook. I saw her biting her lip toward the end of this meeting.

Kassim asked me, “Mr. Rivers, is there anything else you’d like us to put on the table before we go our separate ways?”

I asked, “How much does Katie know about this project?”

Katie interrupted, “Are we talking about the gold?”

I said, “Yes, what do you know?”

Katie was not convinced, “I do not believe it to be true, and then, on second thought, I’ve never seen two as enthusiastic about a treasure hunt as these two gentlemen. It’s still a little confusing to me at this point.”

I agreed with her, “They do have their mindset.”

“Jack,” she continued, “Will you drive back to Paris today?”

I responded, “I think so; I’m ready to start.”

Katie said, “You’re welcome to share my car on the ride back to Paris.”

I was not ready to spend hours in the car with her and have my brain picked apart.

I told Katie, “Thank you, but I will decline. When driving alone, I really get to do some deep thinking.”

Katie pushed me for information, “When are you flying home?”

I was reluctant to share my plans with her. “I am not sure; I might wait a day and get some rest,” I said.

Kassim said, “Jack, you’re welcome to have your room back at the Ritz on us.”

I liked that idea, “I think I will take you up on the offer. This will give me some time to read over these files.”

Katie asked, “What files are you talking about, Jack?”

I grinned at her, “So, there are some things you do not know about this project.”

She turned slightly reddish, “But I’m sure only a few.”

I eased off on her, knowing she was smart and could help.

I asked Katie, “Give me a contact number in Paris. I will call you tonight after I have reviewed this information. Perhaps we can meet for drinks and form a plan of attack.”

Katie leaned her head back a touch and said, “Attack?”

I grinned again, “Yes, that is how I do things, I go at it hard.”

Katie was a little frustrated, “Okay, Jack, you are calling the shots for now. Here is my number, and I will ask Swiss to join us,” she finished with a smile.

She took a shot below the belt, bringing up Swiss. I smiled back, “I think that’s a good idea. I’ll call you later tonight.”

I looked around the room and asked, “Does anyone have anything else to say before I leave?”

Kassim finished the meeting and said, “I’ll call the hotel to have the car ready.”

I was ready to go; my brain was at full speed, trying to digest all this information, “Thank you. I’ll be in touch as soon as the new funds hit.”

The drive to Paris was exactly what I needed to help clear my head, thinking about this story I had just heard. How could I doubt these guys? Kassim managed billions of dollars in the financial markets. They are not stupid men.

Reading over the file given to me. Kassim and his group had hired private investigators in New Orleans, searching for John J. Williams or similar names, including Ronald. The investigators knew Kassim was Middle Eastern, knew nothing about New Orleans, and just ran standard reports from a computer. They did no leg work knocking on doors, which was good for me, meaning there was more room for discovery. There were more tires to kick.

Later in the evening, I met with Katie and Swiss; it was good to see the Swiss again.

Swiss asked, “Jack, are you getting along with Katie?”

I smiled, but not to a revealing smile, “Once we get on the same page. We’ll be fine working together.”

Katie smiled, revealing that she was unhappy about this situation, “Not as if I had a choice in the matter.”

Swiss cut her eyes over at Katie. They were like sisters: “Now, Katie, you said you would be nice.”

I threw a line at Katie to see her reaction, “I told Mr. Kassim that Katie was pretty like a cobra ready to strike.”

Kate said, “I don’t play the trophy wife, Jack, if that’s what you are getting here.”

I let her off the hook, “I was thinking more of a bodyguard.”

Swiss laughed and said, “I agree, Jack; she’s tough when the time calls for it.”

I agreed with the Swiss, “I would never question that statement.”

Katie wanted a straight answer, “Jack, what’s your plan?”

I thought it was time to be serious for a moment, “I think New Orleans is the place to start.”

Katie liked that idea, “Good, I’ll join you there.”

I stopped her, “Not so fast. I’m from Memphis and can build local ties through my Memphis music connections, but it will not happen overnight.”

Katie showed that she was becoming impatient. “What’s your plan?”

I was talking to her very seriously at this point, “I’ll need about a month to get where I need to be with my plan. I will go down next weekend and start hooking up with locals playing in local bars. They should get used to seeing me. You can join me on the second weekend. This way, they get used to seeing you. Let us do this for three or four weekends. When we start asking questions, we can drop names of locals we know.”

Swiss, curiously, asked me, “You’re from the streets, are you not Jack?”

I told her, “I have walked some of the toughest streets in the world without fear. You must be ready to fight. Using your brain is always a lot less painful.”

I told the ladies, “I’m leaving; I have an early flight in the morning.”

Swiss smiled and spoke, “I’ll be by later to tuck you in bed.”

I could not fight my smile back, “I was hoping you would say that to me. Ladies, have a good evening.”

Katie looked disgusted. “Enough, you two. Get a room. Jack, when and where will I see you again?”

I answered in a cheerful voice, “I told you once. You’ll see me in New Orleans, eating great food and listening to fantastic jazz and blues.”


Chapter 19
Time for Action


The flight from Paris to Atlanta would take about six hours, depending on air currents, giving me more time to review the files received in Luxembourg. I noticed more data in the paperwork. Were there more clues in these papers? First, I had to ensure the other one-billion-dollar repo line was in place.

My meeting with the owner of the investment firm who was signing my paychecks needed to go smoothly. It should not be a hard sell; I doubled the money I controlled to two billion dollars. These company owners could get greedy fast and push for more without concern of losing the account. Burn and churn the account until it dies. I was still figuring out how to explain this to him; I would make one trade for two billion dollars on the first of each month, and the rest of the time, I would not be in the office. He would try to get a piece of the action if he knew my end game.

My mind jumped back and forth to make sure my trades went smoothly, while at the same time, i was becoming obsessed with this treasure hunt. Was there something the private eyes missed? They found no trace of John J. and his group. My group discovered the papers in an old abandoned safe deposit box in the Grand Cayman Islands. There was no telling if they were fact or fiction. My thoughts led me to believe there may be some truth to this story based upon the fact the papers were found in an offshore bank in the Cayman Islands. The Cayman Islands are known for their banking secrecies laws. Someone had to go to a lot of trouble to hide this information. They mention New Orleans. There were those helping them in New Orleans who knew what they were doing to cover up this enterprise. They had to have money to live, buy a house and I would have to find a paper trail.

My flight landed on time, and I went straight home for a good night’s sleep to prepare for my early morning. I arrived at my office at 4 a.m., letting myself in. My clients were about 7 hours ahead of me and would already be in their office.

Once at my desk, I reviewed my messages, looking for urgent tasks. A note on my computer screen told me to call Kassim. At the bottom of the note, it said the other one-billion-dollar repo was in place.

I called, “Mr. Kassim, this is Jack.”

Kassim was upbeat, “Good morning, Jack. How was your trip? Does the jet lag still get you?”

I responded, “It’s not as bad coming back as going over. I am not sure why, but that is how it affects me. Outside of that, I’m fine.”

Kassim’s voice was casual, “Did the other repo securities arrive?”

I said assumptively, “I’ve not spoken to anyone. A 100% confirmation is impossible, but a note on my desk this morning says the fund hit. I’m assuming all is well.”

Kassim continued with his instructions, “Check the 4-year treasury note and 7-year treasury note on a spread trade this morning.”

I ask, “How much?”

He replied, “Three hundred million.”

I said, “Let me look, and can I call you back?”

Kassim responded, “That will be fine. Have you spoken to Katie?”

I told him, “No, I just got back.”

Kassim’s voice was distant, “Call me back with some numbers.”

I had to confirm, “You got it. How many basis points are you looking for in the trade?”

Kassim’s voice was monotone, as was the norm. He knew I needed confirmation, “As many as we can get.”

I said, “Makes sense.”

We ended our call without saying goodbye. In this business, no one wastes words, and sometimes, to get a trade done of this size, both sides might talk 10 to 20 times in a brief period.

I examined the price difference between the four-year U.S. Treasury and seven-year notes. They saw something happening. I just had to figure it out. The four-year U.S. Treasury note yielded 5%, and the seven yielded 7.5%, meaning they could get upwards of a two hundred and fifty basis point positive carry. Minus the finance charge and commission, this could net them around $5 or $6 million, annualized. It is an acceptable trade. Even nicer was they would be doing trades of this size until they built a two-billion-dollar position in US Treasury Notes. I would make the commission on the opening positions. And, when they began unwinding their positions to take profit. I would make commission on the sale side as well. This would be a homerun for me.

I called Kassim, “I see about a two hundred and fifty basis point spread.”

He responded quickly. “That’s what I’m seeing.”

I reminded him, “Don’t forget the markup in the trade.”

He was firm, “If you can get us two hundred and twenty-five basis points, do the trade.”

I said, “It’s still early; I wish to wait for my traders to arrive. We need to put two traders on this trade.”

Kassim seemed more interested in chasing a paper trail of gold than in profiting from this $6 million trade.

“That’s fine. Now, tell me about your plans for our treasure hunt,“ Kassim asked.

I began to lay out my plan, “I will talk to my boss this morning. I will head down to New Orleans and start with one of the private detectives you worked with before. Sometimes, you can get more information by looking someone in the eyes.”

Kassim agreed, “That makes sense. What do you think our chances are in finding these people?”

I said., “I doubt we will find them alive; it has been many years.”

Kassim remained positive, “They may have relatives.”

I spoke in an upbeat but factual voice: “First, I must find them and trace their family tree.”

Kassim’s voice was reassuring, but he pushed, “We have faith in you, Jack.”

I stayed upbeat, “The only promise I’ll make is to do my best.”

Kassim reminded me, “You keep Katie in mind. She has many resources.”

I answered him with an agreeing tone and changed the subject, “I will. My traders are showing up. Let me get them going on this trade. I’ll call you back.”

The Head Trader greeted me, “Welcome back, Jack, and an excellent job bringing more money to the table.”

With a slight poker face smile, I responded, “Thank you. It was a weird trip, but I got it done.”

The trader continued approvingly, “Hard work pays off.”

In an exhausting tone, I said, “It seems like it is paying off.”

The trader could smell business, “What’s on your mind this morning?”

I put this matter on the table: “A spread trade is what we are looking at this morning. Sell the four-year note and buy the seven-year note.”

The Head Trader asked while preparing to take notes, “What’s the customer looking to net on the spread?”

I told him, “Two hundred twenty-five basis points for a positive carry.”

As his focus turned to his computer screens, the trader said, “Give me a few minutes.”

I turned to head toward my desk, and the trader asked, “That is a million, right, Jack!”

With a glance over my shoulder, making sure our eyes meet, I ask, “Is there another number?”

Asa, my boss, approached my desk, “How was your trip, Jack?”

I said, cutting my eyes to his, “It went fine. You saw the other billion; I moved over, did you not?”

Asa said, “Yes, we got it, and a good job.”

With a brief grin, I replied, “Thank you. We need to talk about something.”

Asa leads the way toward his office, “Let us go to my office for some privacy,” he said. Upon entering his office, we both sat down. “OK, tell me what’s on your mind,” he continued.

I said, “I’m moving to New Orleans for a while.”

Asa replied, “We don’t have an office in New Orleans. How will you function in the market?”

I firmed up a little, “For the time being, I’m just going to be rolling over the repo lines for my customers each month. These trades will make both of us plenty of money.”

Asa said firmly, “Don’t let up on these guys. You must strike while you can in life. A significant opportunity is here for you. You have worked many years to earn.”

I had known Asa for five or six years now. He was the one who brought me into this world of finance. He stood five feet four inches tall. He was a little overweight. He was dressed in an old suit. The countless late nights he had put into his building his company showed, not only in the way he dressed but also the presence in his eyes, which was disturbing. He seemed to stare through you. He told me once to remember the old saying about not judging a book by its cover. I do not judge people in this business based on appearance or dress. It might cost you everything you have without notice.

I looked him in the eyes. I said, “There’s no hammering this group. They made me wait four years for what I have now, so hammering them would not be the way to go. I need to do an excellent job with what they have given me for now.”

Relaxed in his chair. Asa questioned me, “What about opening new accounts? You realize nothing lasts forever?”

I relaxed, too, “I agree. I must let this go for a few months. Much has happened to me in the last week. I met the competition, and she knows everything about us.”

Asa put an unlit cigar in his mouth, leaning further back in his chair while rolling the cigar between his fat lips and stubby fingers, “The big boys on Wall Street play for keeps.”

I smiled a little, “Here, it’s a big girl, but she swings a big stick. There’s no telling how much money she controls in the market.”

Asa responded quickly, “Don’t let her play you.”

I responded, “You know me better than that, boss. We had a rough start, but I didn’t back down.”

At that moment, the Head Trader stuck his head in the door, “Excuse me, guys. Jack, confirm what you are looking to make on this trade.”

I said, “As much as possible, but the customer must get what they want to net. What are you seeing?”

The Head Trader replied, looking at a piece of paper in his hand, “I can net them two hundred and twenty-five basis points and get you thirty-eight thousand and four hundred dollars in commission. Should I do the trade?”

I said, “That’s the magic number. Yes, get it done.”

Asa continued, “I never expected you would back down. When are you leaving for New Orleans?”

I replied, “I’m going by my place to get clothes and computer equipment, and I’m off to New Orleans.

With both hands on his desk, Asa said, “I’m not sure what you are up to, but play by the rules; I do not need any Securities and Exchange Commission trouble coming my way.”

I said, “I understand.”

Still leaning forward. Asa relaxed a little as I saw the color return to his hands. Asa said, “This will tie up a lot of my credit lines.”

I recognized what I was doing would make everyone involved money. Looking Asa in the eye, I said, “It will be worth it for everyone.”

Asa relaxed his grip even more on the desk and said, “I see no problem with doing this for you.”

I stood and shook Asa’s hand, “I feel we have said it all.”

Asa finished the meeting, “Be safe, Jack.”


Chapter 20
Hands Prints


The drive to New Orleans was what I needed. A drive is a quiet time, distancing me from the world and allowing me to reflect. Little did I know I was about to stumble upon a mystery that would consume my thoughts for life. If John J. and his group’s trail are undiscoverable. The cover-up was much more profound than I realized. It had to involve corporations. The paperwork from clients mentioned the name John J. Williams. I called and set up a meeting for the following day with one of the private detectives. Humphrey. I laid out who I was and what I wanted to be done. If he could not help, I would find help elsewhere.

I arrived in New Orleans at about 8 p.m. The city was alive with the sounds of jazz and the aroma of Cajun spices. I needed a cold beer to relax, so I headed down Bourbon Street, a vibrant strip lined with bars and clubs. The year before, I had met a club owner who knew people I identified with in Memphis. The jazz club was called The Only Club. I walked in, and the owner and bartender, Bernie, greeted me with a smile.

The bartender was friendly, as with excellent ones, and they remembered your name and what you drank. Bernie is a fantastic bartender; he said, “Hey Jack, welcome back.”

I said, “Thanks. Bernie, good to be back.”

“Beer?” he asked.

“Please,” I replied with a smile and a handshake.

“How are my buddies up your way?” He continued.

Knowing who he referenced, I laugh, “You mean Tom and Mark?”

He responded, “Is there anyone else?”

I laughed, “Not if you listen to them tell their story.”

Bernie replied, “You know them well, my friend.”

I have known Tom and Mark for years. Twenty years earlier, I met them selling illegal T-shirts at rock concerts. They worked hard and owned bars and restaurants on Beale Street in Memphis. Sometimes, I played poker with Tom. Mark and I used to race our cars up and down Union Avenue, always bragging about who had the quickest car. I am still figuring out whether anyone ever won, but we all competed.

I said, “You have The Trick’s guitar on the wall. It looks like a nice one.”

Bernie said, “Yeah, I bought it from a local musician who needed money.”

I told him, “I have one.”

Bernie asked, “Where did you get it?”

I started my story, “I met the band at one of Tom and Mark’s bars. All pleasant guys. Two of the members of the band, Ricky and Sparrow started hanging out at my house when in Memphis. One time, while they played a concert in Memphis. They had a small section set up for my friends and family. It was cool. I was on the tour bus with them before the concert. Ricky asked if I wanted to come to the stage while they played. I had a buzz going on, anyway. I asked if I would get in the way while they performed. Ricky said, “No, dummy! You can sit on one of my speakers.” On stage, I sat on one of his speakers while they played their concert. Man, do they play loud! At the end of the gig, I was deaf and buzzing.

I remember Ricky saying at the concert’s end, “Someone get Jack.”

A roadie came over and said, “Let’s go, bro.”

I continued, “Those guys can jam and are friendly.”

I sipped my beer and said, “One time at my house, it was early morning, and we had been going hard all night. Ricky signed my cherry red 335 Hollow Body Gibson.”

“Cool,” Bernie said.

“Yeah, on the back of it, Ricky wrote, “Thanks for the guitar lessons.”

Laughing, I continued, “When I tell people this story, I always tell them, “Don’t believe everything you read.”

“Great story, Jack,” Bernie said.

I changed the subject then and asked, “If I wanted to find out information about some people who lived here in the 1920s, Where would I start?”

Bernie answered, “New Orleans is a port town. I would go down to the docks. A lot of the places have been there for many years.”

I said, “Yeah, that sounds like an excellent idea. I will head down that way.”

Bernie said in a warning tone, “Jack, it’s still rough down there at night. If necessary, you can tell them you are a friend of mine.”

I raised my beer mug and said, “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I finished my beer and turned to leave.

Bernie said, “Jack, I learned you’re all business. If you need something in New Orleans, just ask me. My family has been in New Orleans since day one. And if I don’t have the information, you are looking for, I can tell you where you can buy it.”

I responded, “I appreciate that it is true, and I’ll keep it in mind.”

I arrived at the seaport in no time. Now, the question was where I was going to search first. I was looking for an older establishment which New Orleans is filled with them. On one dock, which was higher than the rest, I could get a bird’s s-eye view of the bars. Since I was unsure what I wanted, I visited two or three bars fast, just in and out, to become acquainted with the local scene.

The third bar I entered was full. It was getting late. Merchant Sailors drank heavily. The ladies of the evening appeared. I would sit and have a beer at this one. This place had been there for a while, and I liked the atmosphere. Old black and white pictures, yellowing with age, are on the walls. I sat back and spun my bar stool occasionally to get a better view of the photos.

The bartender asked me, “So, you like the old black-and-white pictures?”

“Yes, I do. These pictures are cool. How old are they?” I asked.

He said, “Some of them go back to when cameras were first invented.”

I responded, “I would like to listen to these walls talk.”

The bartender continued, “There’s history here; sometimes I feel these walls talking to me.”

I asked, “How long have you worked here?”

The bartender said, “Twenty-two years,”

I asked. “Mind if I move around to better view the pictures?”

The bartender waved his hand to tell me to explore and replied, “No, not at all. Be careful of the drunken sailors. Sometimes, they can get a little aggressive.”

I laughed, saying, “Me too, if the situation calls for it.”

The bartender said, “I see you can manage yourself. Where are you from?”

I answered, “Memphis.”

He said, “A friendly town, I’ve been there many times.”

I asked, “What are those pictures in the corner?”

The bartender said, “Those are boats of shrimpers who never returned to port.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

The bartender said, “Just like I said, never came back. Most, we assume, were lost at sea in a storm. Maybe even lost to pirates as they tell the legends. Some of them date back to the 1922 hurricane and further.”

“A memorial of sorts,” I asked.

He responded, “Exactly!”

There had to be forty pictures layered one on top of another. There were missing ships and lives lost. After about ten minutes of browsing, one caught my eye. It was just the corner of the picture sticking out. The image was old and yellow, named “The Little John.” Man, this was freaky.

I asked the bartender, “What about this picture called The Little John?”

While mixing a drink for another customer, the bartender said, “Your guess is as good as mine. That picture is older than the two of us.

“Legend is it never came back?” I asked.

The bartender shrugged, saying, “That’s how the story goes.”

Arriving at Humphrey’s office at 9 a.m. I started the meeting, “Why did you not find more information for my group?”

Humphrey responded in a monotone voice, “Well, first, they offered little information for me to begin my search. This group is very secretive. And after a few conversations, I realized this was a dead end.”

I laughed and said, “Tell me about it, and I work for them.”

His side of the story pleased me, and I continued, “Let’s start right away?”

He said, “I’d like a $5000 retainer to begin, and you’ll have access to me twenty-four hours a day.”

“Sounds fair,” I said, pulling my checkbook from my coat pocket. I wrote a $5000 check and said, “Please expect I’m less forgiving than my group, and keep in mind that I’m here in New Orleans to stay until we complete this job.”

He slid the check onto his desk and said, “I’ll not take that as a threat, but I understand.”

With that business taken care of, I asked, “Where do you assume I should begin looking over old records?”

The private eye responded, “The library or the city hall of records would be a suitable place to start. If you find anything of interest, just call me. I will help you check it out further. You are doing some initial leg work that will save you money.”

I shook his hand and said, “Sounds like a plan. I will be in touch.

The City Hall of Records only offered a little information about corporations formed before 1930. One clerk told me the library had documents in its archive department dating back to the 1800s. I kept at it for three days. I found ten corporations I wanted to consider. These corporations, formed between 1915 and 1918, mentioned investments and/or real estate in the title. I met again with Humphrey.

I said, “Here are ten companies I’d like to learn more about the owners and their investments.”

Humphrey asked, “Is there anything you want from these companies, or is this just a general search?”

“They had to buy a house,” I said.

Humphrey looked at the list I had given him and replied, “Give me a few days.”

We met back at his office two days later. Humphrey started the meeting by saying, “Okay, Jack, here are a few corporations of interest. I have four we can check out now.”

The information he provided pointed me in the right direction. All the corporations were foreign-owned, and French investors owned two of them. They all had made real estate investments besides other businesses, even one buying a fishing boat. I wanted to start with the two who had bought homes and a ship in 1918. I asked Humphrey to take me to those two locations.

The first was an empty lot, and the second looked like it had been a while since anyone had lived there.

I asked Humphrey, “Can we get into this house?”

“Not during the daylight,” he responded. I will pick you up at 10 p.m. tonight and see where this goes. Dress in dark clothes. If we get caught, trouble may follow.”

Humphrey picked me up right at 10 p.m. We drove to the abandoned house. We parked the car several blocks away and approached from the rear. It was quiet except for the occasional dog barking, which seemed reasonable for this neighborhood. He handed me a flashlight, and we split up. Upstairs for me to start. To the basement for him. We planned to work our way back to the first floor. The fourth step had a loud squeak. I paused for a moment to listen for any reactions. There was none, so I continued up the stairs.

This old house was bare, stripped of anything useful. There were no sinks, plumbing, or inside doors. The smell could have been more pleasant. Voices were coming from below. I recognized Humphrey’s voice saying, “You realize you are trespassing.”

A second voice replied, “What are you doing?”

The private eye was halfway up at the basement steps, with a homeless man leading.

I asked, “Is everything okay?”

Humphrey responded, “Yes, I have everything under control.”

I backed up just outside the doorway, giving them room to walk past me. Humphrey gave the homeless man two twenty-dollar bills. The homeless man thanked him and left through the back door.

Humphrey smiled and said, “Those two twenties came out of your retainer.”

I shrugged, “Sounds fair.”

Humphrey continued, “I see little going on here, Jack.”

We walked out the back door and stood on the porch. Humphrey shined his flashlight over to the corner of the backyard. There was a shed we did not notice on the way into the house. We missed the shed because of the vines growing inside, outside, and through it. We pulled vines from the front door to create a path inside. Once in the shed, we found it was much like the house. Old tools were still hung from the wall. We both looked around, noting that there was not much to see here.

Humphrey stood at the shed’s door when he said, “Jack, look at this concrete.”

I wiped the dirt off the writing on the concrete. The date was 1922, and there were two handprints, one of a child and one of an adult. I saw the letters “J.” and “L. J.” under the handprints.

Humphrey asked, “Does this mean anything to you?”

“I’m not sure,” I said.

Humphrey continued to search the ground in the backyard. He summoned me to the bottom of the back steps, pointed toward the ground, and said, “Jack, look at this patch of concrete.”

I said, “I see nothing.”

“Closer.” Humphrey insisted.

Frustrated, I said, “Still nothing, just shadows.”

Humphrey commanded, “Give me your light and come with me to the top of the steps.”

I followed him to the top of the steps. Humphrey took both flashlights and held them above his head. He separated the lights a little and tried not to create shadows.

He said, “Now, that’s not a shadow but a stain. It is blood from years ago.

I asked, “How can, you be sure?”

Humphrey said, “I’ve been in this business a long time. I know blood when I see it.”

I asked again for confirmation, “Are you sure?”

Still, Humphrey confidently continued, “I’d say about ninety ninety percent sure.”

I needed guidance and asked, “What does it mean?”

Humphrey gave me a quick glance and said, “It tells me someone or something, more than likely, bled out on this spot. An animal or even worse.”

I was still puzzled and wanted more information, but it was time to leave before we wore out our welcome. The hunt was over for now. Humphrey returned me to my hotel, but not empty-handed.


Chapter 21
The Scar


John J. said in a firm but not threatening voice, “Little John, stay away from that wet concrete.”

Little John looked at his father, smiled, bent over, and put a hand in the wet concrete.

John J. said, “Your mother will be mad at both of us if you ruin your clothes. And that wrath we don’t wish to see.”

Little John was still a toddler. He smiled at his father and pointed to the wet concrete. John J. did not understand. Little John took his father by the pants leg and pulled him to the spot where he had placed his hand in the wet concrete. He pulled on John J.’s arm until he knelt beside him. John J. figured it out; Little John wanted him to put his hand in the wet concrete. John J. put his hand on the damp concrete beside his son’s handprint. He took a small stick and wrote J. and L.J. with the date 1922 below the handprints.

John J. said, “We had better get you cleaned up before your mother gets home from the market.”

John J. lifted his son to his shoulders and carried him to the bathroom. He stripped Little John down and told him to get in the bathtub. John J. needed to be more helpful in Little John’s day-to-day care, bathing, and dressing,

He began bathing his son. When he reached the back of his son’s legs, he noticed a slight scar. It was a scar and not a natural one. This was a scar from a surgeon’s knife. John J. knew firsthand about a surgeon’s incisions versus a natural mark from his many battles back in Russia. He had felt the surgeon’s knife doctoring many of his battle wounds. He finished dressing his son and took him into the front room. They heard Antoinette enter the house.

Antoinette had a lady with her, and she said, “Gentlemen, this is Gabriela. She’ll be living with us.”

John J. was still holding Little John. John J. and Little John looked at one another. Neither of them had seen a lady like Gabriela up close.

Gabriela noticed the surprised look on their faces and said, “I’m Creole, a decedent of French and Spanish.”

No one said anything. John J. put his son down. Little John went to his mother and took her hand. He began pulling at her.

Antoinette looked down and said, “What is it, Little John?”

“Come see. Come see!” Little John said with excitement.

Antoinette said, “What does he wish to show me?”

John J. smiled and said, “You should look for yourself.”

They followed their son out the back door and down the steps to the shed, where Little John, with immense pride, showed his mother the handprints.

Antoinette smiled at both. Here, two men were building a bond. She said, “I love it as I love my two men.”

John J. picked up his son, spun him around, tossed him into the air, and caught him in his arms face down. He caught Antoinette off guard when he pointed to the scar on the back of Little John’s leg and asked, “What’s this on Little John’s leg?”

Without looking, Antoinette replied, “It’s a birthmark.”

Questioning her response, John J. said, “I’ve never seen a birthmark like this.”

Antoinette looked away from John J. and replied, “All are different.”

Still, in a questioning tone, John J. said, “None are like this.”

Again, without looking at John J., she responded, “You worry a lot.”

He replied, “I worry about those I watch over.”

Antoinette replied, “You shouldn’t worry so much.”

John T. said, “I must never let my guard down if I’m to protect you two.”

Antoinette looked at John J. and said, “We’re in America. What could go wrong?”

John J. replied, “You don’t appreciate my people; they never quit.”

Antoinette replied in a pleading voice, “I’m not supposed to tell you.”

“Tell me what?” John J. continued in a questioning voice.

Her voice weakened, and she realized John J. would not let up, “About this so-called birthmark.”

John J. lifted his shirt to expose his ribs and said, “This is the mark of a surgeon’s knife. He cut me open to remove a bullet from my ribs and stitched me back together. Little John’s scar is not natural.”

Antoinette continued, “Please don’t ask me again.”

John J. replied, “I must.”

Antoniette’s voice firmed up a little, “We have a meeting in the morning at the bank. I will tell you more there. Can you wait?”

John J. trusted Antoinette and said, “If I have no choice, I will wait. Now, can you tell me about the lady you brought home?”

Happy the subject had changed, Antoinette said, “She will live with us, take care of the cooking and cleaning, and help with Little John.”

In an unyielding voice, John J. commented on the scar, “Okay, I will wait until the morning, and you shall tell me.”

Antoinette was not one to back down. She had a temper, and it was not wise to stir it up.

She said, “That’s fine, John J., but don’t take that strong Russian tone with me.”

John J. smiled while kissing Antoinette, “I’m sorry, I trust you.”


Chapter 22
The Banker


John J. was up early, eager for answers. They arrived at the bank at 9 am and were escorted to a private office.

The Banker’s accent was like Antonette’s, “It’s nice to meet you, Vladimir, or John J.”

John J. looked surprised. He had not called him by his birth name in some time.

John J asked, “How have you learned my name?”

The Banker responded in an all-knowing tone, “I know more than you realize, but I’ll call you John J. from now on.”

John J answered quickly, “That’s fine with me. I was told I would get some answers this morning.”

The Banker said, “Yes, that’s why we are all here. Where do you wish to start?”

John J. asked his first question, “The scare on Little John’s leg. I wish to learn about it.”

The Banker looked at Antoinette, looking to follow her lead. He asked. “Antoinette, would you like to answer this question?”

She stared at her husband, who looked impatient, and asked, “Do you remember the sinking of the sister ship?”

“Yes,” John J. replied quickly.

“That’s the location where it sank,” Antoinette said.

In a surprised tone, John J. said, “On the leg of a child?”

“On Little John’s leg bone,” Antoinette corrected him.

With horror in his voice, John J. said, “What type of madness is this game?”

The Banker interrupted., “John J, let me explain how this is all working.”

John J. said, “I’m waiting.”

The Banker continued his story: “The doctors in Russia tattooed the sunken ship’s location on the leg of Little John. Horrible, you say. I agree, but it is what it is.”

John J. said, “I understood when we came to America that all this might pass.”

The Banker said, unsure, “We think it has passed. We must never let our guard down.”

The Banker shuffled some papers on his desk, placing them in front of the couple, and said, “I’ve papers for you two to sign, which gives you the authority to operate a corporation we have set up to take care of you and your new family.”

John J asked, “What type of corporation?”

“One to protect who you are,” responded the Banker

“These things I like please continue.” John J. said in a listening tone.

The Banker explained, “I owned the company. The papers will allow you to act on my behalf, meaning you can invest money as you choose. For example, you had already signed one set of company papers when you signed for your home.”

John J asked, “So, whose home, is it?”

The Banker continued, “It belongs to the company, but these papers say you two are the company’s representatives. They call this a corporate veil.”

“A little confusing to me,” said John J. said.

The Banker said, “John J. look at things this way. I set this company up to protect your name from a paper trail leading back to you, including Antoinette. The idea is for you two to take care of the investments and money until the child becomes old enough to be told about himself.”

John J.’s tone became firm, “I cannot live my life doing nothing until Little John grows up.”

The Banker continued, “I’d go crazy also, not doing anything, which brings me to my next question. What type of work do you wish to do in your life here in America?”

John J. relaxed his tone a little, “I’ve come to love the sea. It brings me feelings of freedom.”

The Banker tapped his hand lightly on his desk, “The sea it is, but you must give me some time to assemble everything.”

“It seems all I have is time. And not mine,” John J responded.

In a reassuring tone, the Banker responded, “We will work on this for you. Now I must ask you about your friend, who made the journey with you.”.

In a serious tone, the Banker asked, “Do you trust him?”

Looking at Antoinette, John J. said, “I trust him with my life.”

The Banker asked, “Do you wish him to work the sea with you?”

John J said, “Yes, I expect he would like this, but I will ask.”

The Banker asked, “Is it okay for him to live with you?”

Antoinette broke her silence and said, “For now, but soon, he must have another place to live.”

In a humorous matter, the Banker said, “Spoken like a loyal wife. Antoinette, a wife, and family are beautiful thing, but a man needs his friends.”

Antoinette hesitantly continued, cutting her eyes toward John J, “I understand and like Ronald. We need space. We have a lady who lives with us.”

John J. changed the subject and redirected the conversation back to the companies, “Back to these corporations, I wish to learn more. Do you have books I can read to learn about the business ways in America?”

The Banker smiled and spoke dismissively but not so much as to upset John J. because he recognized this man was a warrior without remorse, “The books can be complicated,” he

John J. was about to respond when Antoinette touched his arm to silence him and told the Banker, “Yes, I think that would be an excellent idea for John J. to learn these business ways.”

The Banker warned, “People go to school, as I did, to study banking and corporate structures for years.”

Antoinette sat up and proudly said, “John J. has learned to speak English and French in the past few years. He can learn this information. Do you have books he can borrow?

The Banker backed down, smiling, and understanding Antoinette believed in John J.’s capabilities, “Well if this is what you two wish to learn. I have books for you to study.”

The Banker went to a bookshelf in the corner of his office, removed three books, and set them on his desk, “Here are three books covering the fundamentals of banking corporations with some basic financial overviews. Good luck, and if you have questions, I am here to help in any way I can with your learning. I am impressed with your eagerness to learn. You will be fine in America.”

Everyone agreed, signed the papers, and left; it was only three days when a messenger arrived at their home, telling them to meet the Banker at the docks at three o’clock that afternoon.

There was excitement in the air. Antoinette, who always seemed to know more than most about what was happening, insisted Little John, Ronald, and Gabriela go with them to the docks.

The Banker greeted them at the docks, “Good to see everyone.”

He had another man with him who dressed like a man of the sea. The Banker began his introduction by saying, “This is Captain Baptiste.”

In an even tone, John J. asked, “Captain of what?”

The Banker glanced over his right shoulder to lead everyone’s eyes, “Do you see the boat behind me?”

John J. said, “Yes, how could we not?”

“This is your life at sea,” the Banker said.

John J asked, “What type of boat is this? It looks like some fishing boat.”

The Banker turned to Captain Baptiste and asked, “Captain Baptiste, would you do us the honor and please explain this to John J?”

Captain Baptiste shook John J.’s hand, “It’ll be a pleasure working for you, sir.”

John J. asked, “Are you Creole?”

With a slight chuckle and a glance toward the Banker, he said, “Yes. I am.”

“Your skin is darker than Gabriela’s,” continued John J.’s questioning.

Captain Baptiste explained, “My mother was a descendant of slaves brought over from Africa, and my father was a Frenchman.”

John J. smiled, “In my life, I’ve found us all to be descendants of slavery.”

Captain Baptiste was a generous-sized man, not as big as John J. but the same size as Ronald. He laughed aloud, patted John J. on the back, and looked at the Banker and said, “We’ll get along fine.”

John J. asked, “Captain Baptiste, tell me about this boat and how we’ll all make a living with it.”

Captain Baptiste took everyone aboard, explaining that this was a shrimp boat, how the procedures worked, and how demanding work would be to make a living. He did not sense that John J. or Ronald was afraid of demanding work. John J. also told him not to ask many personal questions but to let nature run its course in the new relationship.

John J. asked, “When do we leave?”

Captain Baptiste responded with an upbeat tone, “You’re the captain. When would you like to leave?”

“As soon as possible is fine with me,” he said while glancing at Antoinette. Not much went on in this family without her casting her vote.

Captain Baptiste told them, “Be here at four o’clock in the morning.”

John J. felt no negative feelings from Antoinette. He said, “We will be here.”

Captain Baptiste continued explaining how fishing for a living worked, “Now, you may not realize when we go fishing, we don’t return until the hull is full.”

Antoinette became involved and asked, “How long could the trip take to fill the hull?”

Captain Baptiste said, “Sometimes up to a week, perhaps more if need be.”

Antoinette seemed fine with Captain Baptiste’s answer and turned to John J, “What shall you name your new boat?”

He walked over to Antoinette, whispering, “If everything were not for this little man,” taking Little John from Gabriela’s arms and raising him above his head, “None of this fresh life would be possible.” He raised his voice so all could hear, “We will name her Little John.”

Antoinette smiled and said, “I like that name, and she’ll be a magnificent ship. Someday, Little John can fish with his father.”

John J. hugged his wife after several years of not having anything of his own. A spirit of freedom engulfed this soul, “Yes, yes, Little John will be a man of the sea.”

Over the next few months, all three men spent as much time at sea as possible. Captain Baptiste was an excellent teacher. On one occasion, he told John J. and Ronald they were exceptional students. Captain Baptiste spoke to them about the money fishing off the coast of Florida. We will catch fish and shrimp. We sell our catch at port towns, noting this way, you could stay out longer, cover more fishing grounds, and not have to worry about your catch going bad.

John J. liked the idea. He found serenity at sea and, working hard, kept his mind away from his family in Russia.

The trips started out at a week at a time. The men got better at catching and reselling along with coastal towns; they explored further down the west coast of Florida until, one day, they came to the end of the Florida Keys and a place called Key West. It was a modern town for the time. Its location appealed to John J., being far away from everything. The island felt safe and looked like a town that would grow over time. Key West had a powerful impression of independence and opportunity. Key West was small, and if someone came asking questions about others, he figured the word of this would travel fast, which might offer better protection or at least a warning. John J. was a survivor and only needed an edge.

John J. found it easy to make friends in Key West. He met others who fished for a living. One night, he met a lawyer, Daniel S. Torch, in a bar. He was eager to increase his knowledge. The two spent all night drinking and discussing corporate structures and how to protect one’s identity from being found out. John J. learned of a retainer fee, giving Mr. Torch five hundred dollars, thus locking in the lawyer’s legal confidence. The lawyer could not discuss John J.’s business with others by law. John J. asked for a receipt, telling Mr. Torch he would be in touch.

The weather was getting nasty on a trip leaving Key West, especially up the coast. They headed north, staying close to the coastline in case they had to get off the water if the seas got terrible. Reaching Tampa, the wind blew hard, and they headed to the docks. Upon entering the bay, John J. and Ronald noticed a familiar site; the ship that had brought them from Russia. Pulling alongside the boat, shouting, and asking to speak to the captain. The captain stuck his head over the ship’s side to see who was summoning him; he saw his two former passengers.

He shouted to them, “My old friends, please come aboard.”

In the captain’s cabin, they greeted one another with shots of vodka.

John J. spoke first of home, “Is there any news from the homeland?”

The captain shook his head, “I hear it’s bad.”

“I read this news in the paper occasionally, but you realize what I’m asking,” John J pushed for an answer.

The captain said, “I learned nothing about the families you left behind. I know many involved in our operation were captured and tortured.”

John J. turned to the captain and asked, “How old is this news?”

“It has been about six months,” the captain told him.

John J., with concern in his voice, said to Ronald, “We should return to New Orleans immediately. If they captured the wrong person. They may be on their way after us.”

The captain convinced them to stay until the wind died down, which was about two days. The three men said their goodbyes and set a course for New Orleans, hoping to find everyone safe.

Upon departing, John J. asked the captain, “How would I find you if I needed to go somewhere far away?’

“Back to Russia is a long way,” the captain responded quickly, knowing John J. had never lost his loyalty to his family. Only death would stop him from searching for them.

“Yes, it’s a long way,” John J. acknowledged.

“Perhaps it’s too far,” the captain warned him.

“How would a man make such a journey?” John J. was persistent.

“It would be long and difficult,” the captain continued in his warning tone.

“I’d expect it would be a hard trip, but I’ve not found an easy trip yet in life,” John J. pushed on with his questions.

The captain realized what John J was asking and gave way to John J.’s determined questions.

The captain said, “Traveling and ensuring no one recognized your name would cost a lot of money.”

“I have the money. That is one thing for sure in my life,” John J. told the captain.

The captain tried to persuade John J, “It seems impossible to me.”

John J. looked the captain in the eyes with steel in his eyes, “Perhaps, but I think you know what type of man I am.”

“Yes, I know you well,” the captain’s tone turned submissive.

“I’ll ask you again, Captain, how would a man make this trip?” John J. grew tired of the bantering.

The captain said, “You would have to leave from the West Coast, perhaps San Francisco, up into Alaska, which is close to our homeland. I understand there are many fishing fleets in the area. I’d try to find someone I could trust who had a boat and knew the waters well.”

Shaking the captain’s hand, John J. ended his reunion with the captain.

John J. seemed satisfied for the moment. He relaxed his posture and said, “Thank you, captain, for your knowledge and your vodka. I wish you the best of luck.”


Chapter 23
Betrayed


After a few weeks back in New Orleans, John J. had kept his fishing trips short. His many years of fighting on battlefields told him danger could be lurking. He would prepare for the worst and hope for the best. Wanting to be close to home, he began missing fishing trips. John J. always tried to be at the docks to help unload the catch. Sometimes, the boat returned to the pier late at night, which he might miss helping unload.

John J. kept reflecting on the lawyer in Key West and how much he enjoyed Key West. He felt New Orleans had grown too big. People could come from many dark corners, not offering protection. He met with the Banker, who instructed him to wire money to the Key West lawyer. The Key West lawyer was asked to form two corporations. John J. had studied the books the Banker had given him. One company was to be a holding company named KWREJJ Inc. (Key West Real Estate John J), which would own the second called JJRE Inc., (John J Real Estate) and the Key West lawyer would be the registered agent of record. This kept John J.’s name off as many documents as possible. He asked the Key West lawyer to keep his eyes out for a three or four-bedroom house with a solid foundation and upstairs living areas. John J. wanted high ground in case of a hurricane and flooding.

One night, the boat returned from fishing, and Ronald was not on board.

John J. asked Captain Batiste, “Captain, where is Ronald?”

Captain Baptiste responded, “This is not the first fishing trip he has missed.”

John J. responded surprisedly, “I never saw this happening.”

Captain Baptiste continued, “I assumed you were aware of this, John J. And something bothers him.”

Without speaking further, John J. headed back toward his house. It was a twenty-minute walk. He wanted to run but did not wish to draw attention to himself.

Upon reaching his house, John J. began circling the house, trying to see in the windows; there were plenty of lights on. He looked in every downstairs window, seeing no one. From the backyard, he heard voices coming through the upstairs window. He heard Little John crying out for his mother.

John J. could hear Antoinette begging for the life of the baby, “Do as you wish with me, but please don’t hurt the baby. He has hurt no one in life.”

John J. had to move fast. He entered through the front door. He knew the fourth step squeaked, and he stepped over it.

In a pleading voice, Antoinette said, “Ronald, why are you doing this to us? John J. is like a brother to you.”

Ronald responded in an indistinctive whispering voice, “I’m very sorry, but it’s for my family.”

Antoinette tried to be strong, but her voice was becoming weaker. She feared her fate was at hand.

She said in a begging voice, “Talk to John J. He can help you.”

Ronald’s lips were close to Antoinette’s ears. He had used this killing position before and said, “I’m afraid John J cannot help my family.”

Antoinette tried to stall and asked, “What’s happening? Why are you doing this to us?”

Ronald said, “If you and the baby die. I am told my family will live and I can return home.”

Antoinette said, “You cannot accept this to be true. Can you trust such people?”

Ronald replied, “There is no choice; they’re here in New Orleans.”

Antoinette’s voice grew weaker, “Who is here?”

Ronald said, “They work for the new government in Russia.”

Antoinette continued to stall, “How do you know they are here?”

Ronald’s voice was gloomy and deep. He said, “I have met with them. They showed me a picture of my family. I must try to save their lives. If I complete this task, I could return to Russia as a hero and be with my family.”

Antoinette cried while asking, “Killing a defenseless woman and child?”

John J. was topping the stairs when he heard Antoinette scream. He gave up trying to be quiet; he ran toward the door, knocking it open. John J. was a moment too late. Ronald’s right arm was extended, with his hand holding a knife dripping with blood. He saw the back of Antoinette’s head in Ronald’s left hand. Ronald released Antoinette’s lifeless body, and she dropped dead to the floor. He had cut her throat.

Ronald was no longer Ronald but Viktor again, a Russian warrior. Once a trained killer, always a trained killer, and would remain so at his core until the day he died. Instead of going toward Little John, who was crying out for his fallen mother, Viktor turned toward John J. John J. who was now Vladimir.

Vladimir ran into Viktor with all his weight and strength, taking him toward the window. Catching Viktor from the side was his best hope of saving Little John. Vladimir kept pushing Viktor toward the open window. He almost had Viktor through the window when Viktor’s knife found Vladimir’s thigh. He had stabbed down hard. The bone stopped the blade in Vladimir’s leg. Vladimir lost his footing but continued to push Viktor through the window. Viktor pulled Vladimir through the window with him.

Together, the men flew through the window onto the back porches’ tin roof; it was a loud crash. The Russians had trained both men all their lives to never quit. Fight until you are dead, or your enemy is dead. And to be safe. Cut his throat. Bouncing off the tin roof, they landed hard on the three concrete steps below; Vladimir was on top of Viktor as they rolled to the flat concrete. Vladimir remained on top of Viktor with his hand on his chest while pulling the knife from his thigh. He stuck the knife to Viktor’s neck.

Viktor said brokenly, “Comrade, I’m afraid it’s over for me. I have broken my back.”

This was war. Vladimir trusted no one keeping the knife at Viktor’s throat.

Vladimir asked, “Why have you done this to me?”

Viktor continued, “Look inside my jacket pocket.”

Vladimir pulled a picture from his inside pocket. It showed Viktor’s wife, son, and two daughters back in Russia. A man he had never seen before was in the picture. Vladimir needed to get more information. Viktor’s time was short.

Vladimir shook Viktor to keep him alert, “Where did you get this picture?”

Viktor struggled to talk, “They’re here, comrade.”

Vladimir asked, “Here?”

Viktor said, “Yes, they’re here in New Orleans.”

Vladimir asked, “How long have they been here?”

Viktor’s voice sounded of death, “Perhaps they have been here a month.”

Vladimir asked, “Why did you not come to me for help?”

Viktor looked Vladimir in the eyes, saying, “How could you help my old comrade? Can you save my family in Russia?”

Vladimir said, “We could have killed them together.”

Viktor forced a smile. He said, “They would have sent more after the child. I know who the child is now. He’s not Little John; he is the last of the Royal Family and is a threat to the new government.”

Vladimir said, “He’s my son, Viktor.”

Viktor’s eyes rolled back, but with a shake from Vladimir, he responded, “They are after his leg bone.”

Vladimir was now aware of the scare and what it protects. He pushes Viktor for information about the spies and asks again, “Where are they now?”

Viktor weakened, “I’m dying. You must finish me.”

Vladimir asked, “Where are they, Viktor?”

Viktor, even in death, was trying to protect his family, “But I worry about my family.”

In a reassuring voice, Vladimir said, “You can do no more, comrade.”

Viktor continued to weaken, “I’m supposed to meet them at dawn by the docks.”

Vladimir, smiling, said, “I’ll give them your best comrade.”

Viktor did his best to return the smile and said, “Please do, old comrade.”

Viktor rolled his eyes up toward the moon, and Vladimir slashed his throat, putting his hand over his mouth to deaden any last sounds. Looking him in the eyes and waiting for his last breath of air to leave his body.

The baby’s crying brought Vladimir back. He found Gabriela sitting about halfway down the staircase, holding Little John, who reached out to him. He continued up the stairs, saying to her, “I’ll be right back. Wait here.”

He entered the room, and there he saw the blood draining from Antoinette’s throat. He pulled a sheet from the bed, covering her lifeless body.

Vladimir had to get his composure and return to being John J. to help himself think more clearly.

He sat beside the woman and baby, saying, “I must act fast; no one else is coming. Go to my room and stay there, and I will be back to take care of you two.”

Gabriela’s voice filled with fear, “We’re not safe here. You have brought the devil into this house. We must go now.”

John J. gave her a comforting smile and said, “I agree. I must clean this up and try to leave no trails. Please do as I ask for now.”

Gabriela, without words, stood and headed upstairs.

John J. returned to Viktor, dragging his lifeless body by its ankles up the back porch steps into the kitchen, covering his face with a tablecloth. Then upstairs to his room, he changed out of his blood-stained clothes.

He checked on Gabriela and Little John, assuring them, “I’ll return. Stay in this room.”

John J. left to go to the banker’s house. He knocked on the Banker’s front door, waking him.

He heard the Banker coming down the steps, “Who is it?”

John J. responded, “It’s John J.”

The Banker opened the door and asked, “What’s the problem?”

The Banker knew John J. was not making a social call. The Banker told him to come inside. Looking up and down the street before closing the door to make sure no one else was outside.

The Banker told John J. “Come in, John J.”

John J.’s voice was monotone and low, “She’s dead.”

The Banker needed clarification. He was not fully awake, “Who’s dead?”

John J.’s voice stayed the same, “Antoinette.”

Shock showed in the Banker’s voice, “I cannot accept your words.”

John J. said, “They’ve come for us, as I’d said.”

“Who has come?” asked the Banker.

John J.’s voice showed a sense of urgency, “They’re here from Russia. Viktor is dead.”

Still, with many questions and feelings of disbelief, the Banker asked, “They killed him, too?”

Looking at the Banker in the eyes, John J. told him what he had done, “No, I killed Viktor.”

“You?” the Banker gasped.

John J said, “Viktor killed Antoinette.”

The Banker did not want to accept what he was hearing. He questioned John J, “This is overwhelming for me. What do you want me to do to help?”

John J. gave instructions, “We must dispose of the bodies. There can be no trace.”

The Banker asked, “What about the baby?”

John J. answered the Banker, “He’s fine, he’s with Gabriela. Time is brief.”

Looking at John J.’s leg, the Banker asked, “They have hurt you?”

John J. looked at his leg. The blood seeped through his pants.

John J. said, “Yes, I will need a doctor.”

The Banker paced in a small circle with his hands behind his back. He said, “Okay, it will take some time to make the arrangements.”

John J repeated, “Time is short; we have until dawn.”

The Banker’s excitement grew: “How do you plan on doing that?”

John J. needed a solid plan, “We need a way to dispose of the bodies and have a doctor at my house in two hours.”

The Banker said with authority, “I will get it done.”

Back at his house, while Gabriela cleaned his wound, he told her, “We must leave this place by morning. There may be others coming for us.”

Trying to be calm, Gabriela asked, “Where do we go?”

John J. said, “I have a place in mind. I shouldn’t tell you now.”

Still questioning John J, she continued, “What if I do not wish to go with you?”

Looking her in the eyes with a serious tone, he said, “Odds are they would kill you or worse.”

Gabriela was not a woman who feared much, “What’s worse than death?”

John J. looked at her gravely, “You don’t appreciate my people.”

Although Gabriela had only known John J. briefly, she felt he was a man not to be crossed.

Her voice showed nervousness, “I am becoming more afraid.”

John J. made plans for the upcoming hunt for the killers. He slowed down to explain the danger at hand to Gabriela.

He told Gabrila, “Fear is a natural reaction. Use it to tune one into their surroundings. I am afraid for all of us. I have not only seen what can happen, but I have made it happen before. I have seen what can come from this.”

Gabriela asked, “What about Antoinette and Ronald?”

John J. said, “They’re coming to take care of this for me. There’s nothing we can do for either.”

With a puzzled look, Gabriela asked John J, “Why would your friend do this to your wife?”

John J. said in an uncertain tone, “He tried to save his family. I might have done the same.”

Gabriela’s eyes widened in disbelief, and she asked, “What type of people are you?”

John J. continued to field her questions. He would need her to help with Little John, “We’re not all the same; there are evil people from your people.”

Nodding to agree, Gabriela responded, “That’s true, but this is so hard for me to understand.”

John J.’s voice firmed while looking at her in the eyes and saying, “Understand, I cannot protect you if you don’t come with me. These people will hunt you down. This I can promise.”

A light knock at the door interrupted their conversation. John J. hurried downstairs, looking out several windows to ensure no one had followed the Banker. The Banker entered with two men and a doctor.

The Banker asked, “Where are they, John J.?”

He raised his hand, gesturing toward the stairs, “She’s upstairs, and Ronald is in the kitchen.”

The Banker sent the doctor upstairs to look, shaking his head when he came back down. He looked at Ronald, and his reply was the same. The doctor stitched John J.’s leg.

The Banker had the two men with him wrap the bodies in sheets and load them into a wagon.

John J. asked, “What will become of them? We should bury them with honor.”

The Banker, looking down at the floor, spoke in a low, soft voice, saying, “To the swamps and feed to them to the alligators.” Then he changed the subject: “Okay, enough of this, John J. We must devise a plan. I think you should leave New Orleans.”

John J. agreed with the Banker, “Yes, we will leave soon. I have things I need to do before I leave.”

The Banker asks, “Is there an important task than leaving to save your lives?”

John J. took charge. He had grown tired of listening to everyone else over the past few years and was trained to survive.

He told the Banker, “I will be by the bank around noon for cash. I want lots of cash. And I will manage the rest.”

The Banker said, “This I can do. How can I help you more?”

John J. responded, “No, I will do the second task at dawn. Now, all should go. You take Gabriela and Little John to your house.”

The Banker agreed, “As you wish.”

A woman of brief words, Gabriela, said, “No, I don’t expect this to be an outstanding idea.”

John J. turning to Gabriela, “What are you saying?”

She continued, “If they found you here, what makes you judge they are unaware of the Banker?”

John J. responded, noticing a little fear on the Banker’s face, “Perhaps you are right. What do you think we should do?”

Gabriela said, “I’ll take Little John somewhere safe.”

John J asked, “Where are you talking about taking Little John?”

With a voice of confidence, she said, “I’ll take him to my village across the bridge.”

The Banker interrupted, “You mean the New Orleans Voodoo Village?”

“Yes,” Gabriela responded.

The Banker continued, “That is a place of Black Magic, which I don’t suppose to be true.”

Gabriela lowered her voice. “Black Magic is a tradition of my people. No one comes or goes without my people’s knowledge. We will be safe there.”

The Banker was about to continue rejecting this idea, but John J. said, “I trust you, Gabriela, as Antoinette did, so we will do this your way. How will I find you?”

Gabriela said, “You enter the village. You will be safe, and we will find you.”

“It’s settled,” John J. said, turning to the Banker. “You oversee the bodies. I will be by the bank later this morning. If I am not there by noon. You are to help Gabriela and Little John. Is this clear?”

The Banker said, “Yes, as you wish, John J.”

John J. asked the Banker, “I must ask one more thing.”

The Banker said, “Yes, what is it? I’m here to help in any way I can.”

John J. extended his hand and asked, “Give me all the cash you have on you.”

The Banker’s eyes opened wide. He responded to John J.’s request, “For what? I have a lot of money on me.”

John J. lifts his hand before the Banker’s face, “Give me half.”

The Banker pulled out his wallet, shuffling his money, which he did not wish to part with, but John J. was serious. The Banker handed John J. a handful of bills.

Without counting it, John J. took the money and gave it all to Gabriela, saying to her, “Take this money. It will hold you until I return. Now, please be safe. One last thing, Gabriela: I’m thankful for what you are doing, but remember that these men will stop at nothing to get their hands on Little John.”

Gabriela smiled, “This child needs a woman in his life, and that’s me. My people will stop at nothing to protect him.”

Everyone left the house. John J. sat on the back porch cleaning his pistols, reflecting on his life. One journey led to another, but was it all worth traveling through? He had no break in life, now losing two wives. Vladimir looked at his pistol. It is possible to end this living nightmare here and now. Let everyone else deal with this for the rest of this story.

He placed one bullet in the pistol’s chamber and spun it. With the barrel to his forehead, he looked toward the sky. He clenched his teeth. Before he pulled the trigger. The words in the letter from his wife, Sasha, came to mind. She had told him. Every time they looked at the moon, their souls were touching. Looking at the moon, he lowered the pistol. He would not take the coward’s way out but would fight for what he knew was right. Looking at the chamber of the gun, he realized had he pulled the trigger, he would have had no more worries in life.

John J. prepared for battle.


Chapter 24
The Escape Begins


First, John J. would check on Captain Baptiste and his boat. Approaching The Little John, he saw a light shining through a porthole. He announced his arrival, tapping on the ship’s hull and saying, “Captain Baptiste, it’s John J., are you there?”

Thinking the Russians had found Viktor. They knew about the boat.

Captain Baptiste answered his call, “Is that you, John J.?”

With caution in his voice, John J. responded, “Yes. Is everything okay?”

John J. saw the barrel of a shotgun come into view first, followed by Captain Batiste’s head sticking out of the porthole, “Yes. Everything is fine now. I think we had some company earlier.”

John J. asked, “Did you get a good glimpse at them?”

Captain Batiste said, “They wore black clothes and hats. I made sure the shotgun was visible.”

Chuckling, John J. said, “Good for you, Captain.”

Captain Batiste had moved to the boat’s rear deck, where John J. joined him. Both men stood looking in different directions.

Captain Batiste asked, “Mind telling me what’s going on, John J.?”

John J. told Captain Batiste, “First, we need to move the boat down to the end of the dock, so we’re sitting on the T dock. We need to open up our view.”

Captain Batiste fired up the engines while John J. untied the dock lines. The boat was sitting between several other ships, creating potential hiding spots for lurking danger. The two men moved the boat to the end of the dock to have a clear view straight down the pier, leaving only one path to the boat by land.

“Keep your gun loaded and your eyes open. I will be back. Do not trust anyone, and no one comes on board. When I return, I will explain what I think is happening,” John J. commanded, his voice firm and authoritative.

Captain Batiste replied, “I understand, but whatever you’re up to, please be careful, I have an unpleasant feeling.”

Down the dock, he strolled. John J.’s warrior senses kicked in. Feeling he was being watched. He headed to the high roof of the dock bar. Where he set up his lookout post. The entire docks and the boatyard could be viewed. There were many places one could hide. It was still early, and the sun would not be up for an hour. As the sun rose. There were still no signs of the assassins, but his feeling of being followed remained. John J. would have to make them come after him. He returned to the boat.

John J. spoke loud enough for Captain Batiste to hear him, “Captain, I’m coming aboard.”

Captain Batiste asked, “Are you alone?”

John J. responded, “Yes.”

Captain Batiste brought coffee to the rear deck, where both men sat, looking in opposite directions.

Captain Batiste said, “If my life is on the line. What I am willing to die for should be told to me. Do you not consider this to be true?”

“Yes, I expect that’s a fair request,” John J. said. He continued, “But I’m not sure how to explain everything without telling you what I cannot.”

“I’ve worked with you for some time now and consider you a fair man. Tell me what you can, and if it is not enough, I will let you tell you,” Captain Batiste said, his voice filled with respect and concern, a testament to their bond.

John J. began his story, “That sounds fair to me. The two men are assassins sent here to kill my family, which they have already done part of their job.”

Concerned was in Captain Batiste’s voice, “You’d better explain that to me.”

John J. continued, “Ronald is dead.”

Captain Batiste asked for confirmation, “They killed him.”

The captain’s eyes meet John J.’s. John J. says, “No, I did.”

Captain Batiste stood, backing away and raising the shotgun barrel a few inches from his side.

“Captain Batiste, don’t worry. I am not here to harm you,” John J. informed Captain Batiste.

With shock showing on his face, Captain Batiste said, “You’re telling me you killed your own brother and ask me not to worry. What kind of man are you?”

John J. continued his story, “He was not my brother, but we’ll get to that later. He killed Antoinette.”

Captain Batiste took another step back, raising the barrel of the shotgun toward John J. Ignoring the gun being pointed at him, John J. stood, walking over to the ship’s helm. He pulled a bottle of rum from underneath. Pouring a shot into his coffee. Picked up Captain Batiste’s cup and added rum. He extended the cup to Captain Baptiste, which he took, taking a big gulp while keeping the barrel of the shotgun raised.

John J. continued, “We must leave New Orleans, including you. If they have associated you with me, your life is in danger.”

Captain Batiste let the barrel drop toward the ground and asked, “What about your son?”

Both men stayed a little tense, Captain Batiste more so than John J., but John J. was trying to give Captain Baptiste only enough information to regain his trust.

John J told him, “Gabriela took him to Voodoo Village. What do you know about this place?”

Captain Batiste was having difficulty accepting this story but continued with the conversation, “That’s a place of Black Magic.”

“Black Magic, I heard that once before,” responded John J.

“Yes, Black Magic has been practiced there for decades. Voodoo Village is not a safe place for the uninvited.”

John J. was a man of little religion, “The place or the Black Magic?”

“Both.” Captain Batiste blurted.

At this point, John J. trusted Captain Baptiste more than he trusted Captain Baptiste: “They will be okay, right?”

“Yes, nothing happens there without the Queen of Black Magic knowing about it or giving the okay,” Captain Batiste continued, “You should tell me more about what’s going on.”

John J. took a sip of his coffee and rum. His eyes scanned the horizon, back to the eyes of Captain Batistes. He said, “I must ask you to trust me. We are being watched. Time is brief. If you trust me, I promise to make things clearer for you soon.”

Captain Batiste scanned his surroundings before facing John J., asking, “You’re asking me to have blind faith, which is a lot, John J.”

John J. nodded yes and told Captain Baptiste, “Yes, I realize that’s a lot to ask, but it’s all I offer now.”

“Well, I guess I could convince myself if Gabriela trusts you. I can, too. What is the plan?” he asked while loosening his grip on the shotgun.

John J.’s eyes returned to scanning the surrounding area now that Captain Batiste seemed more relaxed with him and his story.

John J. continued, “They are watching us. Let us leave the dock and head out to sea.”

Captain Batiste said, “An excellent idea. Untie the dock lines, and we will get going. I’ve chills up and down my back. “

The men pointed the boat straight out to sea as if they were going fishing. When the land was out of sight, John J. told Captain Batiste, “Now, head upriver. I have unfinished business. Set a course to head back to land coming in along the shoreline on the east side of the Mississippi River.”

Captain Batiste began turning the boat and reminded John J., “This is shallow and dangerous water.”

John J. moved to the front of the boat. He would watch for sandbars, which might run the ship aground.

He agreed with Captain Baptiste, “Yes, I realize this, but they must not see us from land. Get on the side of one of the cargo boats to shield us from view.”

Captain Batiste did as John J. asked, hugging the boat to the shoreline to wait for the cover of a large barge, saying to John J., “I hope you know what you’re doing, John J.”

John J. agreed with the captain, “Me too.”

“How far upstream will we be going?” Captain Batiste asked.

“Perhaps a mile. We’ll wait until we reach that point before making that call.”

John J. said, “Okay, Captain, turn the boat around and find a place along the west shoreline to tie up.”

Securing the boat to the shoreline, John J. informed Captain Batiste of his plans, “I’ll be back in a few hours. If I am not back by dark, you take the lockbox from under my bunk; there’s money in it, and you find Gabriela and Little John. She will know what to do. You might wish to move the boat a little offshore to prevent anyone from trying to board.”

Captain Batiste chuckled, but more in a nervous tone than one of laughter, “John J., this is one gigantic mess you have us in, but I’m deep now. I cannot quit you. Just make sure you get back here.”

John J. replied, “I intend to return in a few hours. I need to take care of some business, and then we’ll find Little John.”

John J. left the boat and walked through the swamp until he reached a road leading to town. He then headed for the bank to get his money, which opened at 9 a.m. He paced his walk to arrive just before the bank opened.

When he reached the street, the bank was on, he stood in an alley, looking for signs of the assassins. He watched the employees open the bank, and when the Banker arrived, he headed for the front door. There were no signs of the assassins, but he could sense them watching.

The Banker asked, “Where have you been?”

John J. was short with the Banker, “Taking care of business.”

The Banker asked, “Is the baby, okay?”

John J. told the Banker, “Yes, he’s with Gabriela. You should stay on top of what is happening. It could be your downfall.”

“What do you mean, my downfall,” the Banker questioned.

John J. explained, “If you have as much knowledge about all this as you say. They will come after you.”

“Yes, perhaps I should have known. What is the plan at this point?” The Banker questioned.

John J. continued to trust the Banker, “I’m leaving New Orleans; it’s unsafe for any of us.”

The Banker’s voice rose to a slight bellow, saying he was untouchable. “What do you mean? It’s not safe for me.”

John J. was straightforward with the Banker: “These men will stop at nothing to complete their mission. The Russians are aware of you without question, and once I’m gone, they’ll come after you or anyone else they may have information about where we might be headed.”

The Banker asked, “What should I do?”

John J. warned the Banker, “Never be alone, and plan to depart New Orleans as soon as possible. At least for a few months.”

The Banker turned pale, “I didn’t realize all this would happen when I agreed to help.”

John J. showed no emotion, “Come on, you signed up to help because you are making a lot of money on this deal. Do not play me as a stupid man. Your greed blinded you, as it does many, and now, as the old saying goes, you must pay the piper.”

The Banker agreed but with hesitation, “Perhaps you’re right. What can I do to help you?”

John J. was ready to begin his exit from the bank, “Money. And lots of it. I will need as much cash as I can carry, and you are to wire the rest to the corporation set up in Key West. I need you to send a wire to my Key West lawyer. Tell him I will be in touch soon. And don’t discuss this with anyone.”

“Where are you going?” The Banker asked.

“I’m not sure where I’ll end up, but again, you should stay blind about my plans.” John J. told the Banker.

The Banker’s voice sought guidance from John J.: “As you wish, but I’m afraid.”

John J. told him, “And should be. You must trust no one and keep your head clear. Fear will blind you. Do not second-guess your plans. Plan and stick with it. I suggest you leave this town. Give me money, and I can be on my way.”

The Banker returned in about twenty minutes with two bags. John J. could see the bags stuffed with money.

John J. went to the corner of the Banker’s office, picked up a metal trash can, and asked, “Is there a back door I can leave by?”

The Banker said, “Yes, I can show you, but what are you doing with the trash can?”

John J. began putting newspapers in the trash. Without looking at the Banker, he told him, “I need a distraction.”

The Banker moved closer to John J. to hide behind him and asked, “You think they’re watching?”

“Better safe than sorry,” came from John J.

With his nervous chuckle, the Banker agreed with John J., “Yes, this is true.”

John J. was picking up his pace, ready to leave the bank, and demanded from the Banker, “Show me the back door.”

The Banker escorted John J. through the bank’s main lobby, through a doorway behind the tellers. He pointed down a narrow hall and said, “There’s the back door.”

John J. returned to the Banker’s office to get the trash can. He headed toward the bank’s front door, setting the trash can under a table and lighting the papers on fire. He backed up by the tellers and waited for the smoke to flow from the trash can. The smoke started pouring out from under the desk, and he shouted, “Fire, Fire, everyone out of the bank.”

There were four or five customers in the bank. One elderly lady saw the smoke and shouted in panic, “Fire! We must get out of the bank.”

This is what John J. was hoping for: someone to help create panic and confusion. The bank tellers panicked, with one opening the bank’s front door, allowing the smoke to flow out of the door. People in the bank started going out the door. John J. looked at the Banker, nodding his head, thanking him for help. He quickly left with the money bags. John J. paused momentarily, thinking about the Banker and not being a witness, but decided against it. He hoped he would not regret this decision.

Approaching the shore, John J. could see the captain had tied up across the river on the far shoreline. Play it safe was the way to go. Captain Batiste saw John J. He pulled anchor and picked him up.

Captain Batiste asked, “Hope all’s well, John J.”

John J. threw the two heavy bags of money onto the ship’s deck. He climbed aboard and told Captain Batiste, “Yes, for the time being, but it’s still daylight, so let’s head upriver a few miles to stay out of sight and wait for dark before we go find Little John.”

Captain Batiste reversed the engines and spun the boat to point it upriver. His tone was serious when he said, “I’m still not excited about venturing into Voodoo Village after the sun goes down. Or at any time, as a matter of fact.”

John J. sat to rest, lowering his head, and saying in a lost voice, “I perceive no other choice. The darkness will be our cover.”

“As you wish,” Captain Batiste said in a gloomy voice.


Chapter 25
Blind Luck


The private eye had become a trusted partner. We had stumbled upon something. It was a stroke of luck; one I was grateful for. The handprints we found, those of a man and a child, were a crucial lead, I felt, bringing us closer to John J. and his family.

I phoned the private eye, “I feel we found some of what I was looking for last night.”

“Is this all you need?” he responded.

I told the private eye, “No, but we need more information about this company.”

The private eye asked, “Can you give me a few days?”

“Agreed. Update me when you have collected more information for me,” I said.

I spent the rest of the day reviewing my notes. The next morning, I called Katie. She had significant connections in the financial world, which meant records, old and new, concerning money might be traceable. And I needed more information.

The receptionist answered, “Good morning, this is D.W.C. and H. How may I direct your call?”

I asked, “May I speak with Katie, please?”

In a proper tone, the receptionist corrected me, “You mean Kathryn?”

I responded to the receptionist in a sarcastic voice, “Yes, as you wish.”

“One moment, please, I will see if she is available. May I tell her who is calling?”

I dropped the humor, “Jack Rivers.”

The receptionist was good at fielding calls, “May I tell her what this concerns?”

I firmed my voice, “She’s expecting my call.”

I liked the receptionist. She was the gatekeeper, and she never altered her tone. “One moment, please,” she said, placing me on hold.

Katie was on the phone quickly and asked, “Jack, where are you?”

I said with an upbeat tone, “New Orleans. Are you surprised? I told you, my plans.”

Katie’s voice was also upbeat when she responded to learning about my location.

“I love that city.”

I spoke.

“Great food and music, like I told you when we were in Luxembourg.”

Katie was a businessperson, and getting to the point was easy, “Discovered anything new?”

I only wanted to give as little information as possible, “Not much, but I need a favor.”

Katie said in a reassuring voice, “Jack, you can trust me with anything you need.”

I softly said, “Famous last words from a Wall Street Broker.”

Katie wanted me to realize she was in the loop on all subjects, “They told me you made another trade with our customers.”

I said, “ With many more to follow.”

Katie softens her voice. I realized she was not backing down when she said, “I realize it’s you and me.”

“I like what you are saying, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Time will tell if this is true,” I told her, a hint of optimism in my voice.

Katie asked, “Tell me what I can do to help. This is all very exciting for me.”

I opened a little with Katie, saying, “These people were brilliant to set this whole deal up.”

Katie stayed on target and asked, “And your research has led you to what point?”.

I was upfront with Katie, “There has yet to be a paper trail. There was a French Banker and a company; I need you to check them out.”

I could tell Katie was more than willing to help; she said, “What are the names, and where should I check?”

I told Katie, “Let us start with the company. Write this down. The company name is KWREIJJ Inc.”

Katie asked, “Now, where should I look?”

I was not 100% sure how to answer this question, so I was honest with Katie, “I’m not for sure, but I assume somewhere in Europe, perhaps a Swiss account. My gut tells me French-owned.”

Katie’s voice showed concern when she responded, “Swiss! That will be like pulling teeth. They are very secretive. I’ve dealt with them in the past.”

I agreed, “Yes, I realize they can keep it a secret, but I need to identify any money trails to and from this company.”

Katie said, “This will take some time.”

I told Katie, “No problem. There is plenty to do at this point. My plan here is to continue looking for a paper trail.”

Kate said, “That makes sense. Do you need me in New Orleans?”

I could tell Katie wanted to dive into the middle of this mission.

“I have a meeting this morning. I can only say I’ll keep you posted.”

Katie asked, “How do I reach you?”

I said, “I’ll call you in a few days. Let us leave it at that for now.”

Katie responded in a low, humorous voice, “Playing the cloak and dagger game?”

I took the joke in hand, “No. Playing a safe game for now.”

Katie told Jack, “Okay, since you are leading, call me in a few days.”

I said, “I will, or perhaps sooner.”

Katie ended the phone call, “Bye, for now, Jack.”

I continued to hang around the docks for the next few days, waiting to hear from the private eye, listening to the old sailors tell their stories, and hoping for some information about Little John, but no added information was discoverable.

I called Katie, “Katie, this is Jack.”

Katie asked, “How are you, Jack?”

I said, “Ideas are popping up. Finding these old records takes a lot of work. I’ve had no luck so far.”

Katie was a Wall Street Broker managing millions of dollars in transactions daily. She had a natural poker face and, in this case, a poker voice.

She said, “I’ll be landing in New Orleans tomorrow at 3 pm. How will I find you?”

I needed Katie in New Orleans. There were too many dead ends. I needed help, but I did not let this reflect in his voice, “Why are you coming here?”

Katie said she had information but was uncomfortable sharing her knowledge on the phone. Telling me, “It’s better to explain some things in person.”

I replied, “I understand, and I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

Katie responded, “I’ll see you, and don’t be late.”

I said, but Katie knew I was profoundly serious, “I’m not Hans; be careful how you talk to me. Are you bringing Hans?”

Katie was having a little fun with me at this point, “Will I need him?”

I continued the jousting, “I don’t expect so. Hans would get in the way. My friends down here would eat him for lunch.”

Katie finished the conversation, “It will be just me,” and she hung up.

Katie’s plane was on time. We arrived at the hotel, where I had rented a room next to mine for Katie.

I asked, “I hope this is upscale enough for you.”

Katie used a sharp tone, “Are you being smart with me, Jack?”

I raised his hands as if to surrender and said, “A little, perhaps.”

Katie remained in control of this conversation, “I’m not used to your humor, but this will be fine. Thank you for making the arrangements.”

I smiled, “I’m eager to learn what you have learned.”

Katie smiled, “This is New Orleans. Where is the gourmet food and music you spoke of in Paris? We can talk over drinks and food. I’m starving.”

I agreed to tell Katie, “No problem, I know the spot.”

When we arrived at The Only Club, Bernie, the owner, was sitting alone at a corner table. When he saw me, he motioned us over, “Hey Jack, how’s the adventure going?”

I walked over to Bernie and shook his hand. I told Bernie, “It’s hit and miss, like everything else in life.”

Looking at Katie, a gorgeous woman, Bernie stood and asked, “And who’s your friend?”

I made the introduction, “Katie, meet Bernie. This is his club.”

Katie extended her hand, “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Bernie.”

Turning toward me, Bernie said, “Jack, you’ve got blue blood here for sure.”

Snickering, I responded, “Yes, she is, and she bites, so keep your hands and feet inside the ride at all times.”

Bernie laughed and looked at Katie for a response, but her expression was emotionless. Her poker face was on. Bernie waved his hands across his table, gesturing for us to sit, and said, “Join me for a late lunch. Fresh Jambalaya is coming off the stove in a few minutes.”

Katie looked at me, puzzled, but I cut her off before she could speak. “Please sit, Katie. Our business can wait, and you never refuse hospitality in New Orleans.”

We had a few beers and plenty of Jambalaya. Finishing, Bernie said, “Lunch is on me. Please tip my staff before you leave. And now, I will give you two some privacy. And remember, Jack, if you need anything, let me know.”

I focused on Katie and said, “Okay, the ball is in your court.”

Katie was a businessperson who could read like a thin book. She asked, “So, are you at a dead end?”

I stood my ground, “No dead.

Katie had made her point and said, “I know where, or at least to what state. Before I tell you this information, which was difficult to find and cost me some favors, I want your promise that we are equal in this treasure hunt from this day forward.”

I had no problem with this arrangement and said, “Okay, it sounds fair to me. What have you found out?”

Katie divulged her information, “A bank funded the company, and the bank closed down. A lot of money was wired to only a few places a few days before they closed. France, Switzerland, and Florida. They might have gone to Florida since most of the money ended. A lot went to Key West.”

I nodded to agree and said, “It makes sense to me they had a boat. Come on, I found a picture.”

I took Katie to see the picture of The Little John and showed her the handprints on the concrete. My private eye had helped me find them.

We were both standing and looking down at the handprints.

Katie said, “I see you’ve done your homework.”

I continued to share my thoughts, “These guys were not stupid and covered their tracks. I assume they took to the sea. Florida is where we should begin looking. And if you expect Key West, we should head that way. We must use more of your connections in this situation.”

Katie looked at Jack and asked, “So, I’m earning my keep?”

I laughed and said, “It would seem, which I never doubted. What would be the first move?”

Katie told Jack, “They wired the money to a Florida corporation, which we must find out who owned. I can make some phone calls back from the hotel. I expect it will take two days. I must ask someone in our research department for another favor.”

I nodded and said, “Let’s start in the morning, and dinner will be on me.”

Katie smiled, telling Jack, “Sounds like a fair trade.”

The dinner was fine, and we chatted about the markets. In the morning, I heard a knock at my hotel room door. I asked, “Who is it?”

Katie said, “It’s Katie. My office moved faster than I planned.

I invited Katie into his room, “What’s the news?”

Katie sat down, “We need to go to Tallahassee, the capital of Florida, to do more research; my office could not get very much information over the phone.”

I was eager to follow up on the fresh leads, “Let’s check out and head to Florida today. I will get a rental car.

Katie asked, “I need one favor.”

I asked, “What would that be?”

Katie’s smile could melt cold butter, “On the way out of town, I’d like to stop by Magazine Street to look at two antique stores.”

I knew this was a battle I would not win, “That’s fine; I might see something I like too. But I must warn you, I’m a fast shopper.”

Laughing, Katie said, “I get to the point, too.”

Magazine Street has antique stores, from brass to art galleries to antique furniture, with many styles, including French, American, Italian, Swedish, and more. Katie was true to her word. She was a fast shopper. The first store was brass fixtures; she was in and out in less than five minutes, not seeing anything catching her eye. The same with two more stores, with me in tow, and in the fourth store, a piece caught my eye. It was a large armoire. The shop owner told me it was about one hundred years old. I made the purchase and had it shipped to Memphis.

Katie said, “Well, I saw nothing I liked. I’m happy you found something.”

I said, “Yes, the armoire will look good in my place. Shall we head to Tallahassee?”

The drive to Florida was uneventful, which is what I needed. We checked into a hotel and arrived at the State of Florida business division early in the morning to search for more about the corporation that received the bulk of the wire transfers.

It took most of the day, but Katie was brilliant, looking at records, made a few phone calls in between, and told me, “Here is my take. The French Bank funded a Florida Company called KWREJJ Inc., run by the Torch and Sons Law Firm, which set up a company owned by KWREJJ Inc. called JJRE Inc. These guys were brilliant, but we got them.

I said, “Key West, that’s a long way. We had better get started.”

I continued, “Odds are the lawyer who helped is dead but with the name Sons in the title of their company. Someone may be alive who knew what was going on with this company. Or better yet, access old company records,”

Katie agreed, “Those are my thoughts, Jack. Should we leave first thing in the morning? Would you rather not fly?”

I told Katie, “No, if you do not mind, I understand more clearly behind the wheel.”

Katie responded, “We’ll leave in the morning.”

I looked Katie in the eyes and said, “Katie, this might sound weird, but I’m almost beginning to think the way these people were thinking.

Katie asked, “Now you’re telling me you have a sixth sense coming into play.”

Although serious, I laughed it off and said, “I’m not sure I’d go that far, but I understand something.”

Katie responded, “You realize I have doubts about this, but I must do as my client wishes.”

I corrected Katie, “You mean our clients.”

Katie said, “Have it your way.”

The following day, we began our drive to Key West.


Chapter 26
Voodoo Village


John J. and Captain Batiste slept in shifts most of the day, with one always holding the shotgun and listening for anyone approaching by water or land.

John J. gave Captain Batiste a light shake, “Captain, it’ll be dark soon; let’s head toward Voodoo Village and find Little John.”

Captain Batiste was still reluctant to visit Voodoo Village; John J. noticed this when the captain said, “Is there a better way to get Little John out of that place.”

John J. responded in a questioning voice, “I’m open to all suggestions, but I know no other way. What are you suggesting we do about getting Little John?”

Captain Batiste perceived no other way but wished there were another way, a wish he recognized would not come true: “The place scares me, John J., And I don’t wish to be there long.”

“That’s the spirit, Captain,” John J. said, smiling.

Captain Batiste almost had some humor in his voice, “That’s what I’m afraid of, John J.”

John J. said, “Captain, to me, part of life is losing those you love; this I’ve learned, but I’ll not lose without a fight. We are all that boy has at this point.”

This Captain Batiste had learned much more about John J. in the past 24 hours.

Captain Batiste sighed and said, “This I notice to be true about you.”

“Does this create a problem between us?” John J. asked.

Captain Batiste’s voice is powerful, “I’m not afraid of a fight.”

Laughing, John J looked at the captain and said, “I recognized that about you from day one.”

With the mood lightening, the men turned their attention back to Voodoo Village; it would come up soon.

The docks at the village were dark, lit only by some torches. They moved the boat in. Men sat on the end of the pier. Eyes followed the boat until one man stood and ran off the dock, disappearing into the darkness.

Captain Batiste said, “Well, it seems they have been expecting us.”

In a whisper, John J. said, “I’m seeing what you were talking about.”

Captain Batiste also whispered, “Yes, we’ve got to be careful here. Voodoo Village has its own way of life, and the New Orleans police don’t enjoy coming here either.”

John J. laughed, “You’re saying we are alone.”

Captain Batiste missed the humor, “Without question, my friend.”

The men docked the boat, and John J asked Captain Batiste, “What do you consider we should do?”

Captain Batiste confidently said, “I expect they’ll come to us, and I choose not to wander into the dark.”

John J. agreed and said, “We’ll wait.”

The man who had run into the dark returned. “You’re to come with me,” pointing his hand toward the dark.

As Captain Batiste and John J. exited the boat, the tall, dark man spoke again, “No, only you,” pointing at John J.

Turning to Captain Batiste to learn if this arrangement was okay with him. Captain Batiste spoke before John J could, “Go. I will be fine but try not to wait a long time. If you fire two quick shots, I’m coming in with my shotgun, so you be ready.”

John J. responded, “I like that plan. If I fire two shots. I am headed your way, so keep them at bay.”

John J. told the messenger, “I don’t wish for any harm to the captain or our boat while I’m with you. Is this going to be a problem?”

The messenger pointed toward the men at the end of the dock, “They’ll protect your Captain or boat.”

Striding off the boat, John J. motioned toward the dark shoreline, telling the messenger, “Lead the way.”

Approaching the end of the dock, they took a right turn, and John J. could see Voodoo Village. A line of torches with people standing behind the torches in the shadows lit the pathway. John J. understood Captain Batiste’s concerns about this place. It was not a place to come uninvited. It even looked to John J. as some faces from the shadows were glowing. He turned, looking back, to make sure he could remember the way out if a fast escape were in order.

Ahead, John J. looked at what he felt would be his destination on this journey. The torches lighted the path to the steps of an old house.

At the bottom of the stairs. The messenger turned to him and told him, “Wait here.”

John J. did not speak nor make any motion of acknowledgment. He could hear people coming up behind him. Placing his hand on his pistol, he glanced slowly over his shoulder. Faces coming out of the shadows. They stopped within a few feet of him. He thought they did not seem to be threatening by the expression in their eyes, but more curious than anything, he returned his attention to the front porch of the old house, where he looked at men sitting on both ends of the porch in the shadows, which he knew, these men had a different demeanor in their eyes from the people behind him.

Not much time passed when the messenger appeared on the front porch, “You’re to follow me.”

John J. began his way up the three steps, recognizing the men moved toward him, on both sides, from the ends of the porch. He continued up the steps, and once inside the door of the old house, he was told to stop. The men, from the ends of the porch, were now behind him, almost touching him. Backwards was not a direction he could travel. Inside the door, he noticed many tiny dolls on the walls. They all looked different. Some were plain looking, others painted many distinct colors, and some had beads on them. Some had pins in them. He pondered what Captain Batiste had been saying about the spirits ruling this village. This area looked like some waiting room with several chairs lining the walls under the dolls. The messenger pointed toward a chair for him to sit in. He had played the waiting game more than once, remembering when he had to sit and wait for hours to meet his General and his King in Russia. In one corner was a mother with a crying baby, and in the other sat an old man. His wait was brief.

The messenger returned and motioned with his hand, saying, “The High Queen will receive you now. Please follow me.”

John J. had only been in such a room full of atmosphere in the tents of his King and Queen. The room was not filled with gold, but it appeared formal, and one could tell protocol was important in this room. The first of his senses to take over was from the smell of the burning incense with a sweet aroma. In one corner, he noticed what looked to be a shrine with burning candles. His eyes moved around the room quickly, noting the walls with pictures of old portraits of women dressed in colorful clothing. What caught his eyes the most were the skeletons of the animal heads hanging on the wall, and his eyes met, without doubt, the High Queen.

This was a lady to behold. Her eyes looked kind, but her stare was deep and chilling, as if her eyes could punish your soul with a stare. He could sense her eyes searching his soul; it sent chills up and down his spine. She wore a wrap tied to one side of purple, yellow, and red. A blue shawl covered her shoulders. On a table next to her sat a live rooster, a magnificent-looking animal of many colors. Behind her stood two sizeable men with faces painted white, their arms crossed. They showed no facial expressions, nor did they acknowledge him. As if they were in a trance of some sort.

The High Queen pointed to a chair beside her, “Welcome to my home. Please have a seat.”

John J. sat without speaking, allowing the Queen to continue as she pointed toward a side door of the room, “Deliver them in now.”

One of her guards moved to the door, opening it without speaking. Gabriela walked in, holding Little John in her arms. When Little John saw John J., he reached for him, almost jumping from Gabriela’s arms. John J. stood, taking the baby in his arms, raising him above his head, and lowering him to his chest, where they hugged each other with all their might. He returned to his seat, sitting Little John on his knee, smiling, touching his father’s face, and showing signs of missing John J.

The Queen stood and began walking around the father and son, waving a round wire cup held on a string with incense smoke. She was talking in a faint voice. John J. could not make out what she was saying. He could understand some of her words, such as “wisdom,” “guidance,” and “my spirits.” After about three trips around them, she spoke, “You have tragic secrets. Ones which I assume you would die to protect, which brings danger to everyone around you. I felt death in your past but light in your future.

Sitting straight, John J. asked, “What type of woman are you?”

The Queen’s voice had a raspy tone, “I can help you if I choose.”

John J. said, “There’s much I cannot talk about.”

The Queen now stood before the pair with her back to them. She said, “This I understand too. I perceive where the men are you are hiding from now.”

John J. waited for the Queen to stop speaking and said, “You should let me deal with this problem. I don’t wish to bring trouble to you and your people.”

“We’re not afraid,” laughed the Queen.

John J. said, “They are assassins.”

“Yes, I know they are assassins,” the Queen said in a sharp-toned voice.

“How do you know this?” John J. asked.

The Queen turned her back to John J. and Little John and said, “I understand much. I perceive you as honorable; your son comes to you easily. I look at the truth in the baby’s eyes. They don’t lie.”

John J. told the Queen, “We must leave New Orleans.”

The Queen turned, looking John J. in the eyes, and said, “Yes, go soon. What will you do about the men to seek you?”

John J. recognized this was not a time to hold back and told the Queen, “If I kill them, there will be others.”

The Queen’s eyes remained fixed upon John J.’s and said, “Yes, I think this too. What will you do about this?”

John J. could not back down and kept eye contact with the Queen, saying, “I’m tired of death. I’ve seen much in my life.”

The Queen asked, “The ones you lost here are not the only ones you’ve lost, but they’re not dead, And far away.”

John J. looked puzzled and asked, “How do you know these things?”

The Queen raised her incense basket between her and John J.’s eyes, swinging it back and forth, creating a smoke trail, and told John J.

“This is not important at this moment. We must protect the child.”

John J. rubbed his eyes slightly to remove the smoke and said, “Yes, I agree. I wish to leave this town. You are right; I have seen much death in my life. I’ve killed many times, and I’m tired of killing.”

Smiling just a little was the first time the Queen showed any facial expression, “We shall help you, but what of these men who seek to harm you and your son?”

John J. answered the Queen’s question, “If our paths cross. I will deal with them. If I hunt them down, more will come. If you hunt them down, more will come for you. I don’t wish to bring my darkness to your village.”

The Queen told John J. “Then, if this is how you wish to handle this, I’ll help you, but we must get you out of town without them being able to follow.”

“We shall go to the sea,” John J. said.

The Queen agreed with John J. “Yes, the sea hides much.”

John J. said, “A distraction would help.”

“When do you wish to leave?” the Queen asked.

John J. responded, “As soon as possible, I expect would be best,”

The Queen said, “The men who seek you have a room at the docks. They see your boat and observe the harbor.”

With confidence, John J. told the Queen, “But once we are at sea, they cannot follow.”

She moved around John J.’s chair again, and the Queen said, “We shall get you to your sea.”

Nodding to agree, John J. said, “Yes, the sea will save us.”

The Queen asked, “Do you have but the one man on your boat to help you?”

John J. said, “Yes, but he’s an outstanding man.”

The Queen looked at Gabriela and said, “Gabriela will go with you. A baby needs a woman.”

John J. also looked at Gabriela and said to the Queen, “Gabriela is a respectful woman, and I don’t want harm to her.”

The Queen moved closer to Gabriela and asked her, “Do you wish to make this journey?”

Gabriela looked at Little John and said, “As you said, my Queen, the child needs a woman.”

The Queen continued to speak while focusing on Gabriela and said, “It’s done. Gabriela will make this journey with you. Gabriela, choose one of your young cousins to go with you. A boy would be best. Now go make your arrangements.”

Gabriela bowed while stepping backward and said, “I’ll do as you wish, my Queen.”

The Queen turned to John J. and told him, “You should appreciate that there are those from the future who seek you and are drawing closer, having walked in the steps you are laying now. But they are not looking to harm you.

Puzzled, John J. said, “I don’t understand.”

The Queen continued, “I’m not sure if your paths will cross in life, but after your death, they’ll still search for you. One cannot understand everything, but knowing it is there and accepting it can bring knowledge. And accepting can bring great peace as you seek.”

John J. said with a minor frustration in his voice, “Many things are going on, I don’t understand, but I’ve learned to accept not knowing. For me, it was death I accepted, but I will find life for my son. Not to do this is the greatest fear I have ever known.”

The Queen returned to her voodoo throne and said, “You’re on the right path. Now I am tired and must rest. You should return to your boat and prepare it for the sea. Return to the docks. We’ll bring your son and Gabriela to your boat at noon tomorrow.”

John J. asked, “What of the men who seek us.”

The Queen’s eyes looked across the room. She was growing tired, “They may see you going to sea, but they’ll not be able to stop you.”

As the Queen stood, with the help of one of the gargantuan men who had still been motionless throughout this meeting, she said, “Now, go get ready for your journey.”

John J. stood, and Gabriela returned to take Little John from his arms. He told Gabriela, “I’ll never forget what you have done for us. Thank you.”

The Queen speaks for the last time, “You should go now.”

The Queen left through a rear door behind her throne.

John J. kissed Little John on the forehead, giving his hair a light stroke. He had seen Antoinette do this, telling Little John, “Little John, go with Gabriela, and we’ll be together soon.”

Little John smiled at his father and went to Gabriela’s arms. John J. felt Little John’s longing for the only mother he had ever known.

Captain Batiste was eager for information and asked, “John J., how are things?”

John J. untied the dock lines, looked at Captain Batiste, and said, “Let’s get underway and head back to our dock.”

Captain Batiste sounded surprised when he asked, “But what of those after us?”

John J. continued reflecting, responding, “You were right. There are spirits in this village—noble ones. I’m unsure what I can understand, but the Queen is as real as you mentioned and perhaps a little scarier than you expected.”

With excitement, Captain Batiste asked, “You met the Queen?”

John J. had undone the last dock line and turned to Captain Batiste and said, “Yes, and she’ll help us leave New Orleans.”

Captain Batiste’s voice showed a sign of relief, “She has much influence, not only in this village, but the town of New Orleans.”

John J. said, “Yes, she’s one lady I wouldn’t wish to cross.”

Captain Batiste asked, “Now tell me, where you afraid in the village?”

Even if so, John J. would have never admitted it. He said, “I’m unsure if I felt fear as much as respect.”

This is good enough for Captain Batiste. And he asked, “What’s the plan?”

John J. told Captain Batiste, “We’ll return to our dock and load the boat to prepare for the sea.”

Captain Batiste continued with his questioning, “What about Little John?”

John J. responded, “He’s in safe hands.”

“The Queen?” Captain Batiste asked. “She doesn’t leave the village except for special occasions.”

John J. said, “Perhaps this is one of those times.”

“This I must see,” Captain Batiste said with excitement.

Back at the dock, they bought provisions for their journey to sea. Captain Batiste summoned John J., who was below deck, about mid-morning, and excitedly said, “John J. You should see this.”

Rising from the engine room, John J. asked, “What is it?”

Captain Batiste did not speak but motioned with his head for John J., who looked up and across the docks.

John J., looking at Captain Batiste, said, “Yes, they have been observing us since we docked. They will hide no longer. Their mission is public from this point forward.”

Captain Batiste asked, “Should I get out the guns?”

Captain Batiste was about to get his shotgun when John J. raised his hand in a motion for the captain not to pull the guns out and told him. “No, they realize we have guns and will use them. They are scouting us now. Don’t worry; let’s finish preparing the boat for sea.”

The men continued readying the boat for sea.

Captain Batiste said, summoning John J. “I’m not sure what happened in Voodoo Village, but I assume you impressed the Queen. Come see your parade.”

John J., coming from the deck below, asked, “Parade?”

Captain Batiste said, “Yes, we have many friends today.”

John J. climbed up the boat’s masks to better view what was happening. It amazed him. A band of about twenty men, many women, and children played upbeat jazz with horns. Sitting behind the band, up high in a chair carried by four sizeable men, sat the High Queen on her throne. There was no mistake. The lady was in charge and feared no one. When their eyes met, John J. looked to the left, guiding the Queen’s eyes across the docks, where the two who hunted him still stood, staring in as much amazement as John J. The Queen looked at the two on the balcony; in her right hand, she held some stick, five or six feet long, with beads and bones hanging from the top. She stood, pointing the stick toward the two men. From behind her, men, women, and children walk toward the two men. When they reached the area below their position, they turned to face the Queen, who was still standing. The Queen shook her royal stick at the two men and lowered the tip of the stick to point at the group sitting on the ground. John J. recognized these two guys were going nowhere and might as well enjoy the show. With her left hand, the Queen sat back down and motioned to John J. to come to her.

Addressing the Queen, she motioned to her men to lower her throne; John J. spoke first, “I’ve seen nothing like this in my life.”

With a slight smile, the Queen said, “Anything is possible in this world.”

John J. returned the smile, “Yes, I accept this to be true.”

The Queen extended her hand for John J. to help her from her platform, which he did, and she spoke again, “I come from a lengthy line of believers. Gabriela is part of my bloodline and, someday, will sit where I sit today. You must promise me you’ll always protect her.”

John J. continued helping the Queen from her platform, saying, “I’ll protect her with my life.”

The Queen smiled again and said, “Yes, I trust you. And your life would be a challenging one to take. Now, when will you be ready to head out to sea?”

John J. glanced at the two men staring across the docks and responded to the Queen’s question, “We should be ready within the hour, but what about those two who view us?”

The Queen also glanced in their direction, saying, “They’ll do nothing to stop you. They will not leave their position until tomorrow morning. We will make sure of that. I’ll scatter their bones in my village for the chickens to clean if they try.”

John J. would not doubt the Queen and told her, “If I can ever do anything, and I mean anything for you, all you must do is ask.”

The Queen turned to study John J. with a stone face, “Yes, I understand this be true. I am not sure where your journeys in life will take you, but I perceive it has been hard, and you seek peace. It will come. For only a moment. Life has surprising moments.”

John J.’s head dropped toward the ground for a moment, and he looked up, where his eyes met with the Queen’s, “Yes, I seek peace, but I’m unsure if I will ever find it.”

The Queen told John J. “I don’t consider peace to come in the form most wish for, but one has to study inside. What is most important is never to give up. As I recognize, you will not. You are an unselfish man.”

John J.’s eyes drifted toward his boat as he said, “That I’ll never do, but it gets difficult.”

The Queen said, “It does for everyone, but that’s why the world needs people like you and me.”

John J. shook the hand of the Queen, looked her once again in the eyes, and said, “It’s time for us to go.”

With this, the Queen raised her hand, and Gabriela came from the middle of the crowd with Little John in her arms, followed by a young boy. The greeting between father and son was the same. John J. returned Little John to Gabriela, telling her to get on the boat with the adolescent boy named William.

John J said again to the Queen, “It’s time for us to leave and say goodbye. Again, thank you for all your help.”

Breaking away from her regular stone face, the Queen smiled, “Yes, and you’ll have a safe journey. I would like to learn one thing from you. What is your proper name?”

John J. paused for a moment and looked the Queen in the eyes. “My name by birth is Vladimir. I am a Russian warrior by birth, a machine built with one goal. My many years of blindness have led me to this point in my life for a reason I cannot understand. But I am no longer numb.”

The Queen touched Vladimir on the shoulder and said, “You’ll find them alive someday.”

John J. was about to speak, but the Queen turned her back. One guard helped her to her throne. As she sat down, the Queen looked at John J., who was about to speak, but she put her finger to her lips to silence his words.

John J. headed down the dock to board his boat. They were underway in no time. John J. glanced at the two assassins held at bay by the Queen’s family.

Captain Batiste asked, “Where to John J.?”

John J. said, “Straight out to sea until we can’t see land. And then head east.”


Chapter 27
Jack Heads to Key West


We were passing a billboard advertising an oceanfront hotel outside Key West when Katie said., “I’ve been here before.”

“Me too,” I responded, recalling my youth’s wild nights and lazy days. “It’s a party town, and I realize it’s a Bubba town. I was born in a Bubba town.” I reflected, “My Papaw was Bubba in his town.”

Katie looked over at me and asked, “Bubba town?”

I kept my eyes on the road and the speed limit and replied to Katie, “It’s all about connections. Key West attracts many wealthy people, and they can be quite territorial. Our best bet is to keep a low profile and let the information come to us.”

Katie said, “That will take time.”

“Perhaps, but if we ask many questions too fast and too many, the island will shut down, and no one will help,” I warned her.

Katie asked, “So, what are you pondering?”

I peeked over at Katie and told her, “I’m considering renting a hotel room or finding a house to rent for six months. I expect blending in with the locals, learning their ways, and gaining their trust is the way to pay one’s dues.”

I had a few ideas for this but kept them to myself.

Katie said, “I can’t afford to stay here for six months; I have customers to care for and will have to be in my office.”

I asked, “What’s the matter, you don’t trust me?”

Katie said, “I’m not sure if I trust you one hundred percent.”

I commended Katie, “I appreciate your honesty, Katie. If we are going to be partners in this, trust is crucial. I do not want to wonder if my partner is plotting against me. That’s not the kind of relationship I’m looking for.”

Katie sounded slightly frustrated, “I sure hope this is not a wild goose chase.”

I told Katie, “I’ve always trusted my instincts. I worked four years without pay, waiting for our group to give me an opportunity, and they did. I’m more than willing to spend a year on this pursuit.”

Katie responded, “A year?”

I responded quickly, “Whatever it takes, Katie. I’m in this deal for the long haul.”

Katie reminded me, “I’m here to see this through.”

I changed the subject; I asked, “How is Swiss doing?”

Katie went with the subject change and said, “I wondered when you would ask about Swiss.”

I grinned, “A very charming lady with lots of backbone. I like that in a lady.”

Katie said, “Swiss asked me if you had asked about her.”

I sat up in my seat a little more, smiling, saying, “It’s good to know she has thought about me.”

Katie told me, “Swiss may visit when you rent a house. If you’re a respectful boy.”

I said, “Sounds like a plan to me. Swiss is worth being a respectful boy for. And I like it when you let your hair down.”

Katie did not respond, but her attitude relaxed.

It was August, and it was hot. This was the low season for tourists, and finding a hotel room at a fair price should be easy at this time of year. I had heard a boat captain say, “No rain means hurricanes.” The rain cools the Gulf Stream down.

It was time to move forward once we checked into our hotel room. I opened the phone book and looked under lawyers. Not being one hundred percent what I was looking for, I was hoping something caught my eye. I liked this one. Daniel S. Torch and Sons. This was a family company, and the business was handed down from one generation to the next. Their phone book listing said, “Since 1915″. The ad also mentioned what I wanted - real estate sales and rentals. They would be my first call, asking for help renting a house for six months.

I made my call right at 9 a.m.

“Good morning, Torch and Sons Law Firm,” came from the receptionist.

I replied, “Yes. Can I speak to someone about renting a house for six months?”

The receptionist responded, “One moment. Please hold.”

The hold time was brief. A voice on the phone said, “This is Kevin Torch. How may I help you?”

I responded, “Yes, my name is Jack Rivers. I looked at your listings, and it said your company offers real estate rentals.”

Kevin asked, “What type of rental did you have in mind?”

I answered, “A house for six months would interest me.”

“Let me get a better feel for what you are looking for,” said Kevin. “Do you know the island very well?”

I told Kevin, “I’ve been here a few times. I have a cousin born here in the fifties. He was born in a house on Nassau Lane. It might have been #8 or # 7 on Nassau Lane, but I’m not 100% sure.”

Kevin said, “I know where that is located. You like the old town Key West area?”

I replied, “Yes, I like to be quiet, but I like to be close to everything, if possible.”

Kevin continued to ask me questions, qualifying me and looking to discover what I could afford to rent. He asked, “What line of work are you in, Jack?”

I replied, “Capital Markets.”

Kevin had money and showed no reason not to ask a Capital Markets broker for their opinion.

He asked, “What are your thoughts on the market?”

I was frank and a little dismissive. The proper attitude of a successful Investment Banker, which I was becoming, was to show confidence but not overplay it. You wanted to present an approachable attitude but one that costs money to approach. Kevin was used to people paying for his services. Why should mine be free? There are no free rides in this world; besides, this guy had no intention of giving me a place to stay for free.

I told Kevin, “It doesn’t matter to me. If it moves, we trade it up or down, U.S. Treasuries. Say $50 million and up.”

Kevin informed Jack, “Sounds intriguing. We also have a bank, but we don’t do a lot of trading.”

I congratulated Kevin, “That’s smart to lock in your spread over your deposits. Many get greedy and lose their shirts when entering trading markets. Their bones get picked clean.”

We had found some common ground. Laughing, Kevin said, “Yes, I’ve seen that happen. Now, what is your price range? We can go from $2500 to $10,000 per month.”

Now, it was my turn to seek information.

I asked, “How long has your firm been practicing law in the Keys?”

Kevin said, “My grandfather started this firm in the early 1900s. We are very comfortable in this market.”

I replied, “It is important to me to ask and recognize who I am doing business with. It is the nature of the beast in my line of work.”

Kevin said, “That’s fair, mine as well. Give me a ballpark figure on what is in your market.”

I paused momentarily to reflect on the price and told Kevin., “Well, I’d have to look at something to get a grip on what you get for your buck, but we could start around $3500. There would be me, with some guests from time to time. Three bedrooms and a pool, with pool service, would be nice.”

Kevin told Jack, “Okay, I need to check your name to avoid a conflict of interest. Give me two days to set some things up. We work on island time here. Where are you staying?”

I said, “Sounds fair. I am in room 357 at the Ocean Front Hotel. Call me.”

After I hung up, I noticed Katie had been listening to the phone call and would have questions.

Katie slightly grinned, “Jack, I’m seeing how you work, getting straight to the point in a roundabout way.”

I smiled and told Katie, “I perceive no point in wasting time and not going straight in. My southern charm is natural. Besides, Kevin had some old Deep South Manners. Not sure if you could tell, but I could for sure.”

Katie approved of my so-called Southern Charm, “Well, you have opened a door on day one. What is the next move?”

I told Katie, “Letting our group learn what we are doing is an excellent place to start. This is a positive move.”

Katie asked, “Should I make the call?”

I wanted to work with Katie but had to still be in the loop with our shared customers. I reminded myself that Katie was a true she-wolf and did not even bother to wear fake sheep’s clothing.

I said, “I think we must keep the trading separate. I will call, and you can call. Just know I am calling every time the call should be made.”

She said, “Makes sense. I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

I waited for Katie to leave the room. I called Kassim at his Luxembourg office and discovered he had gone to the Grand Cayman Islands.

I tracked him down in the Cayman Islands.

I said, “Mr. Kassim, I understand you still travel a lot.”

Mr. Kassim was cheerful, “ It’s good to hear from you, Jack. Is there any progress on our project?”

I told Kassim, “I’m in Key West with Katie.”

Kassim laughs lowly, “Yes, she is on the other line. We must be quiet. She might hear us.”

I return low laughter, “That’s funny. I want to keep the trading separate from our project. Katie wasted no time. I told her I was calling you.

Kassim replied, “That makes sense. Buy back the $300 million of the five-year treasury notes we sold. We should have about half a point profit.”

I did some calculations and said, “That’s 16 thirty seconds on $300 million would be about $1,489,200.00 profit, minus commission, but what about the seven years you are underwater there?”

Kassim informed me of his thoughts about how the market would move. He explained, “We consider this a dip and will hold the seven-year. It has a nice yield, plus if you count the positive carry forward of 225 basis points for the last month, which adds more to the bottom line.”

I agreed and moved toward my Key West adventure while keeping the trade alive, “Yes, it does. How much money can I make on this trade? I am about to rent a house in Key West for six months. This is where we will find more answers concerning our project.

Kassim followed suit, “You can have two thirty seconds if that’s okay with you.”

I agreed, “Sure, I’ll work for that, no problem.”

Kassim told me, “I like your attitude, Jack. Call me back after the trade.”

I called my office, looking to speak to the head trader, I said, “This is Jack. Let me talk to Bill.”

The person who answered the phone responded, “This is Bill. Where are you, Jack?”

I replied, “Key West.”

Bill told me, “Been there. What can I do for you?”

I moved the conversation to this business, instructing him to “Buy back the $300 million five-year notes we are short, with 16/32‘s profit, for which we get two basis points.”

Bill informed me, “That is a $187,500 commission.”

I had already run the number through my head and said, “Yes, and this is a standing order; call me. The trade is in place.”

Bill was upbeat, “You got it, Jack. I’ll go work it for you.”

I told Bill, “I need money put into my account quickly for my Key West expenses. Can you do this?”

Bill responded to my request, “Shouldn’t be a problem. As soon as this trade settles in a day or so, I’ll get Asa on it.”

The trade was completed. I let Kassim know and spent the next two days walking around the island with Katie, learning its layout. Back at our hotel room, there was a note. Kevin Torch had tried to reach me.

I returned the phone call, “Mr. Torch, this is Jack. What news do you have for me?”

Kevin was upbeat and said, “Yes, I wish to show you three houses today if you have the time.”

We met at Kevin’s office that afternoon. This firm had proved itself in the community of Key West, the state of Florida, and even the U.S. Senate. Walking down the hall, I saw many old black-and-white pictures. I even recognized a few images of United States Presidents from the forties to the sixties on the wall with members of the Torch family. I found these guys serious players.

I was overwhelmed when I entered the conference rooms. A massive fish was mounted up high.

Kevin introduced himself, extending his hand to shake. “I’m Kevin Torch. It’s my pleasure to meet you.”

I returned the handshake; I noticed Kevin’s clothes; he was clean-shaven but wore shorts, a flowered shirt, and had on sandals.

I responded, “It’s my pleasure also, and I like the day’s uniform.”

Kevin informed me. “It gets hot here. We dress for the weather. Please have a seat.”

I responded, “I could get used to this real fast.”

He held his professional posture, and Kevin said, “Many do, but I’ve seen them come and go. Many get island fever and find out they cannot make a living here. What are your plans?”

I took his comment to heart and said, “I like to move slowly. I see no point in making haste.”

Kevin nodded and said, “I like that attitude. Let’s go look at some houses for you.”

Looking at an old photo of a man standing beside the mounted fish, I asked, “Is that your grandfather? That is a big fish.”

Kevin glanced at his grandfather’s picture and said, “Yes, it is big. My grandfather caught it fishing in the Gulf Stream on one of his clients’ boats. We retired him about fifteen years ago.”

“Great to hear he’s still with you,” I responded.

Kevin took it in stride: “He is old but has had a wonderful life. He is part of the 100-year-old club. Those who have made so much money will decide when to die.”

I keep the positive thoughts going, “My grandfather worked for a sheriff’s department in Arkansas for thirty years, and we lost him about 15 years ago to cancer. I miss him every day. His first name was John, and we called him Buddy.”

Kevin showed me three houses. I picked one on Flemming Street. We then returned to Kevin’s office to complete the rental agreement paperwork.

Kevin said, “Okay, let’s get this paperwork done. How will you be paying?”

I sat down and looked up at Kevin; I told him, “I’ll need your wiring instructions and will have the full six months wired into your account.”

“That’s strong, but I like it,” came from Kevin.

I said, “There’s no point in dealing with more paperwork. I trade in many markets.”

Curious, Kevin asked, “You’ll be trading while you are here?”

The conference room door was open. I glanced at it to ensure no one was listening and told Kevin, “Now that you are my lawyer in Key West. I did a $300 million-dollar trade here the other day and booked about $1.4 million profit for one of my customers.”

Kevin, smiling, said, “I bet your customer loves you for that move.”

I respond, “The group I work for swings a big stick in the market.”

Kevin stood, shook my hand, and said, “Here is my card, and we’ll have you in your house in two days. If you need anything, call me. Also, please come to the party at our home this Friday night. It’ll allow you to meet other business locals on the island.”

I needed an introduction to the players on the island, so I stayed calm and accepted his invitation.

I said, “I’ll be there. Thank you for your hospitality. Can I bring a friend if she is still here this weekend? She trades big in the market, too.”

“I have no problem with that,” Kevin replied, taking back his business card from me, and writing his home address on the back. I will see you Friday around 8 p.m. How big is that fish?”

Glancing up at the fish mounted on the wall, Kevin responded, “It is a 608-pound Black Fin Tuna.”

I had a chance to dig deeper, asking, “A shrimp boat? Is there a chance the client was from Russia?”

Kevin said, “I am not sure. Why do you ask?

I did not wish to push too hard. I said, “If all goes well, I’ll see you on Friday.”

I left.


Chapter 28
John J. to Key West by Sea


With land out of sight, Captain Baptiste asked, “John J., do you have any plan now, or are we just going to drift at sea?”

John J. was still serious but relaxed a little, knowing the land was out of sight. He told Captain Batiste, “We should head into the Tampa area and bounce in and out of some harbors.”

Captain Batiste acknowledged John J.’s request, “That’s fine with me. We are at sea. Here, I feel safe, and we should fish.”

Laughing, John J. looked at Captain Batiste, “Yes, we should fish and sell our catch along the way. Let us get the nets in the water. Captain, as you can see, we have another family member.”

Captain Batiste looked at young William and said, “Yes, what will we do with him?

John J. said, “Today, he learns to fish.”

Captain Batiste agreed and said, “We could always use another hand. You think the Russians will stop looking for us?”

John J.’s serious tone returned, saying, “Those odds are improbable, but we’ll find a safe place. The process is in motion.”

Captain Batiste asked, “Key West?”

Nodding, John J. told Captain Batiste, “You’re a smart man, Captain.”

Captain Batiste agreed with his choice, “Key West is the end of the road with few ways in or out. It seems the likely place we can watch our backs.”

John J. looked at Captain Batiste, “My thoughts exactly, Captain.”

The boat and its crew fished for the next several weeks, only returning to land to sell their catch. They made their way south down the coast of Florida until they approached Key West.

“Captain,” came from John J. “I want to anchor offshore, and I’ll take the dingy to shore.”

“As you wish, John J. How long will you be gone?” Captain Batiste questioned.

“Not sure, perhaps a few days.” John J. responded.

Captain Batiste voiced his concern, “You know, John J., there is one conversation we have never had.”

Smiling at Captain Batiste, John J. asked, “What should you do if I never return on one of my trips?”

John J. took a moment to scan the horizon, waiting for Captain Batiste to respond. John J. knew it was a fair question.

Captain Batiste said, “I think a plan should be in order. The people who are after you play for keeps.”

John J. agreed with a nod and said, “It’s simple; use your best judgment. I would feel safe with Little John back in New Orleans with the Voodoo Queen. And the boat is yours to earn a living. The boat title is under the helm.”

“Then that’s the plan. You be careful,” said Captain Batiste.

John J. began rowing to shore; much was on his mind. Many lives depended upon him; he had lost many close to him by either death or distance. He cursed himself for thinking about taking suicide as a way out of this nightmare he was living. He stopped rowing, letting the ingoing tide push him toward the docks. Listening to the waves slapping against the side of his dingy, he drifted into thought about Sasha and his daughter, Alexandra. What were their lives like in the cold of Russia? Did they have enough food, firewood, and warm clothes? How could he find peace in this world, leaving them to fend for themselves? Tying his dingy to the dock, John J. headed to town to see his attorney, thinking he should have found him a house to buy in Key West by now.

Entering his upstairs office just off Duval Street, a young lady greeted him, “Hi, my name is John J. Williams, and I’d like to speak to Mr. Torch.”

“We have been expecting you for some time, Mr. Williams,” replied the lady at the front desk.

John J. replied in a cheerful voice, “Yes, I expected to be here sooner.”

She continued, “Mr. Torch is not in the office now. He will return in the morning, and I am sure he is eager to meet with you. If you wait here, we have a file for you to review.” Returning, she continued, “Please have a seat in our conference room so you can look over your file in privacy.”

John J. said, “Thank you; I’d like to do that.”

Entering the sizeable conference room, John J. flipped through the file. Catching his attention was a list of homes and addresses. He would stroll around the island and look at some homes for sale. As he explored the island, his confidence grew about moving to Key West. He saw one on Fleming Street, which caught his eye. He would find out more about this at his meeting in the morning. John J. got a room for the night, knowing Captain Batiste and the rest would be fine.

Morning came, and John J. entered Mr. Torch’s office, who was there to greet him. Mr. Torch said, “It’s good to see you again, John J.”

Shaking hands with him. John J. responded, “And you too, Mr. Torch.”

Mr. Torch continued, “I understand; my secretary gave you a file to review yesterday.”

John J. acknowledged, “Yes, I looked the file over and walked the island looking at some homes. I like the one I saw on Fleming Street.”

Mr. Torch agreed, “Yes, that’s a nice home and room for a big family.”

Smiling, John J. said, “That I have brought with me.”

Mr. Torch questioned John J, “How many are in your family?”

John J. thought as he glanced around the conference room. He said, “Your back wall is big and blank. Needs a massive fish.”

Mr. Torch agreed, “Yes, I have thought the same more than once. A big blackfin tuna would look nice on the back wall.”

John J. said, “If this works out like I am opening, we must do something about it. Counting me, five of us, including my boat captain, nanny, her nephew, and my son, Little John.”

Mr. Torch stayed on point, “Yes, I look forward to that day. This may be the perfect house for you. It has three bedrooms in the main house and a two-bedroom guesthouse in the rear, which sounds ideal for your staff.”

“When can we look at it?” John J. asks.

Mr. Torch said, “I have the key; let’s head over now if you have the time.”

The walk to the house was short, and John J.’s decision to buy this house was quick. It was large and pleasant with the upstairs as John J. wanted, just in case a hurricane pushed water inland.

John J. did not ask for the price of the house and said, “Let’s get the paperwork going.”

At Mr. Torches’ office, he asks John J, “Okay, John J. Here is where we stand, but first, I must ask you: Are you in trouble with the law?”

John J. looked Mr. Torch dead in the eyes. “No, I’m not in trouble with the law and never have been.”

Mr. Torch sat back in his chair a little. “I have to ask. Many people think they can fall off the map in Key West, which is possible if properly set up, but I don’t want any surprises.”

John J. kept eye contact, “That’s a fair question you ask, and I don’t take offense.”

Mr. Torch moved on with his information, saying, “I thought you would see it that way. Here is your corporate structure. I followed your instructions; I set up a Florida Real Estate Company in the state capital in my company name, which will act as your agent. It is KWREJJ Inc. This will be your holding company. We called the other company, JJRE Inc. Here are the papers saying this, and enclosed is my pre-signed resignation letter, which you must send to the state if needed. Any assets you buy should go into JJRE Inc. Are you with me so far?”

John J. had studied the Banker’s book well, “Yes, and please continue.”

Mr. Torch continued with the corporate layout, “JJRE Inc., which is owned and funded by KWREJJ Inc., my thoughts being to protect your privacy. The point is to send up red flags if someone sues you; this would give us time to move assets and give you better protection and separation. Now, I assume you wish to buy the house with JJRE Inc. Is this correct?”

John J. asked, “What are your thoughts? You’re the lawyer.”

Mr. Torch said, “I think we’ll be fine with this arrangement.”

John J. accepted his advice, “Then that’s how it will be done.”

Mr. Torch informed him, “I have the 425 thousand dollars your bank in New Orleans wired to me. It has been placed in JJRE Inc. and a little in KWREJJ Inc. I have also set up a bank account for both locally. I must take you to the bank to add your name to the account. Do you wish to add anyone in your family to the account?”

John J. hesitated momentarily, “I must think it over, but I’ll need a will and administrator if something happens to me. Can your company handle this for me?”

Mr. Torch nodded, “I don’t see why not. What is your plan for making a living here? Are you going to fish?”

John J. said, “I think so, and I would like to buy another boat or two.”

Mr. Torch let John J. know he would continue to help him, “When that time comes, we can discuss that corporate structure. But for now, let us get you a home for your family. The house will cost you ten thousand dollars and will take a month to complete the title work. I can contact the owner and let him know I have the money in escrow, which I feel he may let you move your family to the house.”

John J. was happy with this request, “When will you know if this is possible?”

Mr. Torch told him, “I should be able to contact the current owner within three days. Why don’t you come back in three days, and if all goes well. You can move your family into the house?”

John J. returned to his boat. The first face he saw was Little John as he pulled alongside the boat. He asked Captain Batiste to hand him Little John. Sitting Little John in his lap, allowing the dingy to drift by the boat. John J. could feel Little John thinking of Antenette. The only mother he knew. Little John was young, and John J. hoped time would help him understand his life. John J. did not think his son could understand much of what he was about to say, but not having ever said it might be worse, and perhaps some of his words would stick in the boy’s memory.

“Little John,” John J. started, “There are many things in life one can’t control, and we must learn to play the cards they deal us. I cannot help your mother is not coming back; I did everything I could to keep us together. I have lost loved ones in my life, and I think sometimes loving and losing is life. In a day or so, we will begin our fresh life in Key West. I have bought us a home, which will be yours someday. We’ll fish the sea together and have peace in our lives.”

As John J. finished his speech, Little John looked up at him and smiled, giving him hugs. John J. thought that the boy understood more than he thought.

With the deal completed. John J. moved his family into their new home on Fleming Street. The next six months, they learned the island’s lay, setting places to sell their fish, shrimp, and other bounty from the sea. Life was showing signs of peace for his family. Many years had gone by, and he could not live with himself; the thoughts of his family forced him to leave behind. It would be time for John J. to discover his family’s faith before he could return to Russia, but someday, he would go no matter the cost.


Chapter 29
First Contact


Once Katie found out they had invited me to a party hosted by a prominent family in Key West, she decided it would be an excellent idea for her to stay a few extra days.

Katie said., “Jack, I’m amazed at how fast you get things done; I guess you attack the situation, as you told me in Luxembourg,”

I smiled, exuding confidence, “I’ve always believed in getting to the point. I know when to act and when to wait, but I see no reason not to seize the opportunities that come my way.”

Katie laughed, “And these sayings you come up with, well, I have to study between the lines when you talk.”

With a chuckle, I told her, “We’re from unfamiliar worlds. You had to learn your Harvard language, and I grew up on the streets, so that’s my language.”

Katie realized that not all roads lead to her own world, “I’ve no problem with it; I must consider what you say. I will learn. Tell me about this party.”

I told her, “I threw a little money around to get some attention. The lawyer I met from the phone book is the family hosting the party. Kevin Torch, the lawyer’s grandson, may have helped Vladimir stay hidden as John J.”

Shaking her head in amazement, “It seems odd; you went straight to the source, and now you’re going to a party with them,”

“This is more than just a party for me. It’s an opportunity. So, stay alert,” I said with determination.

Katie said in a firm but friendly voice, “Jack, remember who you are talking to here. I’d assume I speak more of their language than you.”

“That’s why I’m happy you’re going to the party with me,” I said with a smile.

“That’s more like it, Jack,” Katie said, returning the smile.

Katie and I saw the party was very formal, and the house was an old but well-kept mansion. It was huge, three stories high, with a fenced yard, and the entrance into the foyer was very impressive, with twenty-foot-high ceilings. At the doorway to greet guests was a butler in a tuxedo who escorted us down a hallway to a sunroom where people were sitting, through massive French Doors into the backyard, which glowed with torches around the pool. Fifty other guests were enjoying the fruits of our host. If Key West had who-is-who parties, this was it.

Kevin spotted Jack, “Jack, I’m glad you could make it.”

Jack returned the handshake, “Me too. I would like to introduce you to my associate. Katie, our host, is Kevin Torch of Daniel S. Torch and Sons. Kevin, this is Katie, who works at D.W.C. & H.”

Both shook hands, and Kevin told Katie, “I’ve done business with your firm. They’re a very prominent Wall Street Firm.”

Katie smiled, “Thank you for inviting us into your home this evening.”

With a quick glance over at me, Katie said, “Yes, I recognize you have done business with us. Thank you.”

Kevin continued, “You’re most welcome. So, you and Jack do business together. Why has your firm not hired Jack?”

Katie looked at me with a questioning expression. Play the game, saying, “I’m not sure, but I expect a mistake on our firm’s part.”

Kevin returned his attention to me, saying, “Well, that is a nice compliment from a broker at such a well-known Wall Street firm. It also gives me more confidence to do business with you. It’s a nice reference if you ask me.”

“Thank you both. I am humbled,” I said.

Kevin returned his attention to Katie, a fine-looking lady. “Tell me, Katie, will you spend much time in Key West?”

Katie gave no direct answer, “I’m not sure. I expect I will be in and out. I have to work out of my New York office a lot, not having the pleasure of as much independence as Jack.”

Kevin said, “It keeps getting better, Jack. It is very impressive. I’ll not ask you two what your actual business is here in Key West but keep our firm in mind.”

I said, “Okay, you two, you can talk shop, but I’m the hard-working stiff in this game.”

Kevin nodded to agree and laughed lightly, “Okay, enough shop talk for now. Come on, you two, and I’ll introduce you around.”

The introductions around the pool were impressive, from meeting many local business owners, the mayor, several city council members, and even a state representative. This law firm swung a big stick in Key West and a heavy one statewide. The introductions were light. A few local business owners asked about my intentions in Key West. Were we going to open a business, and if so, what kind? This led me to understand Key West was a one-horse town, meaning if I intended to open a similar company, we might not fare so well. My eyes kept drifting around to see several people in their nineties who had to be the dads and moms of the current leaders, which led me to see the residents of Key West respected their elders, which I respected.

A group of elderly men sat in an area to the right of the grill. They were in wheelchairs, and most had a nurse in uniform standing behind them. I was snacking on a piece of grilled fish, standing close to them.

I decided to introduce myself, “How are you, gentlemen?”

One of the elderly men said, “We’re fine for a bunch of has been folk. How about you, young man?”

I smiled, “I’m doing fine. This is my first time here, and I don’t know many people.”

The elderly man was jolly, “On this island, you don’t have to know many. Just the right one or two.”

“So, it would seem,” I said.

He continued., “We’re kind, but some will try to pick you to the bones.”

I smiled and responded, “I got that sense, too. I plan on treading water around here.”

He continued, “You should do all right. Who invited you here this evening?”

“Kevin Torch. Do you know him?” I asked.

“He is my grandson.” He spoke.

I laughed slightly but cautiously, “My pleasure, Mr. Torch. You are a man to know,” I said, shaking my hand. I said, “My name is Jack Rivers.”

“Daniel Torch is my name, and it is my pleasure to meet you, Mr. Rivers,” he said, turning his head to the left. He motioned toward three other men. The two next to him were sleeping. The fairest away seemed to stare in my direction. “The fellow on the end is John J. Williams.”

I looked at him hard. He smiled, lifting his hand, a little from resting on his lap, to give me a slight wave of acknowledgment. This was too easy. My luck was running on the positive side of life. I kept my composure, mingling with the crowd for the next several hours, but I could not keep from taking quick looks at John J. Williams. He was old enough to be who I guessed he might be, but what were the chances of this being true again?

I walked the pool rim, ending up far away from the party. Examining the crowd, I noticed Katie engaged as always in conversation. She was an intelligent lady. I respected this about her. But in this light, I see a different side of her. I am sure one was always there, but our business always was the drapes of her glow I was seeing around her at that moment. As I looked at her, I drifted, admiring her. Some sounds of laughter brought me back. I was still looking at her. She had caught me in my maze. Katie was staring into my eyes. She was waiting for me to come back. And when I awakened. Our eyes meet. She looked hard into my eyes. She tossed me a smile I had not seen before. Chills down my spine. I know I blushed a little.

As the night ended, people started saying their goodbyes. I stood by the exit, reintroducing myself and shaking as many hands as possible.

Katie, conversing with the lawyers most of the night, approached me, “Jack, you did well here. I might have picked a client.”

“On my coattails? That is typical of Wall Street Brokers. Why don’t you do your own homework?” I told her.

Surprised, Katie said, “I’m sorry, Jack; it seems to come naturally to me.”

“What, bleeding others dry.” I stayed with her, but I appreciated it was our way.

“I am sorry, Jack, I won’t call them.” She told me.

“If you told them, you would call them, you must, or it might make me look bad because I don’t wish to see them around the island, and they ask me what happened to you.” With a solid but low tone, “Wait here, please, and I’ll be right back.”

A circle around the pool, for the last time, saying a few more goodbyes, I ended up by the gentlemen in the wheelchairs. I did not wish to upset John J.; he must be a hundred-year-old. I was unsure how strong his heart might be at his age. I shook Kevin’s grandfather’s hand, who had spoken to me first; when I got to John J, I leaned over; I only wanted him to hear me.

I whispered, “I don’t wish to upset you, but we should talk.”

He asks, “About what, young man?”

“Russia,” I whispered.

“Who are you?” he said with a calm but surprised look.

I tried to reassure him, “I’m not here to harm anyone; I’d like to meet you at a time of your choosing.”

“The last half of my life I have cherished, and I wish to let the bones stay buried,” he continued while looking me in the eyes.

My voice remained low, “I have a job to do, and I promise no one will know what we say or who you are.”

“Who do you consider I am?” He waited for my response.

“Vladimir,” I whispered.

“I’ll be in touch. Now go. I am old and weak,” John J. lowered his head, ending our conversation.

I respected his wishes and returned to where Katie was waiting. She said, “You seem to make friends fast.”

“That has always been a trait of mine. I call it like I see it. And we either become friends or not.” I told Katie.

Katie continued to harp on our last conversation, “Again, Jack, I’m sorry, I didn’t wish to step on your toes.”

“I’m sorry also; I did not mean to be so harsh,” I told her.

We returned to our hotel. As Katie was about to enter her room, she turned to me. Our eyes met again with the same look we had earlier in the evening across the pool, which again stirred me.

She smiled sincerely, saying, “Jack, I enjoyed our evening. I feel that we moved forward in many ways. We will talk, but I am up and leaving early. You stay safe.”

I could only smile and utter a mere, “Goodnight, Katie. I enjoyed the evening too. And you stay safe.”

The next few days were spent moving into my rental house and getting to know my new neighborhood. On Monday morning, I checked in with my group in the Cayman Islands, reporting no added news. I did not wish to blow my horn and set off false alarms. Our market positions were acceptable, and we would only need new trades at the end of the week.

About ten in the morning, there was a knock at my door; when I opened it, an elderly lady stood there, “Are you Jack Rivers?”

“Yes, I am,” I told her.

She handed me a note, saying, “Have an agreeable day.”

I had seen this lady at the party. I sat down at the kitchen table to read the note. I was nervous. I had an idea who had sent it. Would it be a welcome note or a do not bother me again? I opened the sealed envelope.

The note read, “We should talk. Please come to my house on Fleming Street this afternoon at 4 p.m. Best John J.” The address was a five-minute stroll down the block from my rental house.

I arrived promptly at 4 p.m. The lady who delivered the note greeted me.

“Please come in; he’s expecting you.” She pointed to a chair, asked me to sit down, and told me it would only take a few moments. I sat down. I was nervous or excited, but my heart was racing either way.

Only a few minutes had passed, and the lady returned, “He’ll see you now. Please follow me.”

I motioned to her, “Please lead the way.”

The house was a mansion. She led me back through the kitchen and out the back door, where everything opened onto a well-maintained garden area. I could see John J. sitting in the back under some palm trees. I was about to walk down the back porch steps when the lady touched me on the arm.

She said, “Mr. Rivers, he’s an old man. Please don’t upset him.”

I said, “I’m not here to do that at all. Only a friendly chat.”

“Thank you. My father has lived a hard life.” She said with a smile.

“Father?” Stopping for a moment to take a second look at the lady.

“Yes. I will protect my father with my life. My name is Alexandra,” she told me, but not in a threatening voice.

“I appreciate your position; I’d do the same to protect my family.” I turned and headed for John J.

I spoke, “First, to set the record straight, I’m not here to harm or upset anyone. I’m a broker.”

He pointed to a chair and said, “Please sit down. And please refer to me as John J.”

I said, “Yes, sir, and thank you.”

“You assume you know things about me?” He continued, “I’ve covered a lot of ground in my day, young man. I left no stone unturned. And hoped I had buried all the bones from my past.”

I replied, “Not all stones stay covered with moss forever.”

“This I’ve learned.” His eyes seem to float around his yard.

I wanted to push harder, knowing this chance might be my last if he did not like what he was hearing.

I said, “You have had a long life, which seems amazing.”

He stared me in the eyes, “I did what I had to do to protect those I love.”

“I respect that, sir,” I told him sincerely.

“I’m old but still willing to die for those I love,” came from his weakened body.

I said, “Again, please trust me; what’s said here today stays here.”

A voice behind me said, “Gentlemen, I’ve brought tea.” It was his daughter. She sat the tray down, poured two glasses, served me first, looked me in the eyes with an asking look, and returned to the house.

I asked, “I’d like to hear how you got your daughter here.”

I had to remember who I was talking with. This man had seen and done things for several lifetimes. I should always show him his earned respect.

John J. said, “That was a long time ago. My daughter is all I have left.”

He seemed to drift, looking around the garden area, “It was in the thirties when I made that journey. It took a long time to make that trip. I promised I would come for them if I could, but there was only Alexandra when I arrived.” Stopping to sip his tea, he continued, “By rail most of the way to the west coast, by boat to Alaska, and across to my homeland. There was much war in those days. Many died.”

Turning his head to look me in the eyes again, he asked, “What is it you what of me?”

He had opened the door. I continued, “What happened to the boy?”

“You seem to know a lot about my life. More than any I have met in many years or more than anyone alive.” His voice showed a minor surprise but ended with a slight warning tone.

This man has seen more than I could ever know. I saw no point in lying about my intentions.

I said, “The group I work for has been looking for you for many years.”

“What group would that be, if I may ask? There have been so many, I’ve lost count.” He showed minor concern and no fear.

It was fair to divulge more information to keep the playing ground level. I said, “I work for investors who found information about you in an old safe deposit box.”

“I still expect they would come for me if this information fell into the wrong hands,” he told me.

I agreed and said, “Perhaps so, but my hands will not do that.”

“I’ve trusted no one in many years,” he said, raising his eyebrows, “Why should I trust you.”

I replied, “I appreciate you not trusting.”

“For me, this is a way of life. And always has been.” He reflected a little sadness in his voice.

I return to the primary subject, “And the boy?”

With a bit of sadness in his voice and eyes, John J. said, “I lost him while I went after Alexandra. Malaria took him.”

I kept the conversation low-key, trying not to seem overeager. “Where is the boy now?”

Again, into the distance, he seemed to stare through the palm leaves shielding him from the hot Key West summer sun.

John J. said, “You know more than anyone I’ve spoken to in many years.”

“Is what they tell me about the boy true?” I asked.

John J. asked me, “What does it matter? It is a dangerous thing we should avoid.”

“Not sure if that’s possible,” I told him.

He stared at me hard momentarily, looked around at his beautiful garden, and back at me.

John J. said, “It might be restful for my soul to pass this curse on to you. Many have perished knowing what I’ve known and protected in my lifetime.”

Chills came over my body. I was in awe of this man. I replied. “I understand what you say here, and it scares me. You have been strong.”

John J. almost smiled at my compliment, “You have some wisdom for a young man. But our time is over. Please leave and come by tomorrow at the same time.”

I responded, “As you wish.”

Alexandra was in the kitchen with the window over the sink open. I could tell she had been trying to listen to our conversation, which I considered normal. She was there to protect her father, no matter what situation arose.

I told her, “You’ve one powerful father who deserves respect.”


Chapter 30
The Reflection


After I left, John J. sat, drifting a little into a daydream. I had stirred thoughts about his journey to Russia to get Alexandra many years ago.

His reflections started with a Key West family meeting.

John J. said, “I’m going on a journey in a few weeks.”

Captain Baptiste spoke first, “How long will you travel?”

“I’m not sure, but it could be a while.” John J. realized there would be questions.

Gabriela asked, “What will become of us?”

John J. tried to comfort them, smiling: “I’ve taken care of everything. You’ll be all set while I’m gone and well cared for if I don’t return.”

Little John was a man, humble but without fear of life, and he respected his father.

Little John asked his father in a commanding tone, “Why must you go, and where are you going?”

John J., as always in his life, was used to keeping secrets, thinking someone not knowing what was going on might protect them. And those he loved down the road.

John J. told Little John, “You shouldn’t know.”

Little John pushed his father for a more specific answer: “You can tell us we have always taken you at your word, but we care about you and our family.”

Little John would not give up. John J. tried to answer him without a conclusion: “I care also, and that’s why I must make this journey. If I do not go, I will never have peace. I just must find something out, something I have lost. I must know.”

Little John did not wish to take a chance on losing his father. He pushed him with his questioning, “We have built a life in Key West. Why must we make changes now?”

John J. said, “I wish everyone to leave but Little John.”

John J. had always been a man with secrets. Captain Baptiste and Gabriela respected his wishes and left. They recognized if he did not want them to know something, that was the end.

John J. walked over to Little John’s and sat down next to him, resting his hand on Little John’s shoulder. He was not one to drag out a story. He only saw one way to tell Little John who he was by birthright and was very forthcoming with his story, a testament to their deep bond.

John J. started, “By birth, you aren’t my son.”

In shock, Little John leaned back in his chair, almost pulling away from John. J.

Little John said, “What are these words you say to me, father?”

John J. continued, “I shall tell you, and you must take me at my word.”

Little John relaxed, telling the only father he had ever known. He said, “I’ve always done so.”

The men sat and talked for several hours. John J. told Little John of their journey from the beginning, explaining who they were and how they came to be together. He even told Little John about his wife and daughter, whom he had to leave behind in Russia. John J. should have mentioned the tattoo.

Little John did not accept what his ears were hearing. He only recognized

John J. was his father, and at his side was where he belonged.

He said to his father, “If you’re returning for your family, I should make this journey with you. If they’re your family, they’re my family.”

With a proud smile, John J. said, “I respect your words, but I must make this journey alone.”

Although John J. was not his father, Little John had taken on John J.’s traits and grew into a man with deep respect for loyalty.

Little John said, “I understand you should use me in the best way for everyone.”

John J. sensed his pride overwhelming him, “We’ve built an enjoyable life here in Key West, and I expect you should stay to protect our interest. I promise to return as soon as possible.”

Looking his father deep into his eyes, Little John perceived any debate with his father would be short-lived.

He agreed to stay behind, saying, “I disagree, Father, but I’ll respect your wishes and keep our business safe here for your return.”

John J. said, “I’ll return. I promise,” his words carrying the weight of his commitment to his family. “I need you to wait here. I will be right back.”

Upon returning, John J. handed Little John a white silk scarf and said, “Your mother, the queen of Russia, asked me to give this to you one day. I do not care what the history books say about your mother and father. I met them both. They were honorable people, so I have done what I have done. Do not ever forget these words I am telling you now.”

The two men were short on words, with the unspoken ones as strong or more substantial than the spoken ones. John J. spent the next several weeks setting up the businesses, giving Little John full access to everything. On the day he left, the words spoken were few. He told his family it was time for him to go, giving Captain Baptiste a handshake and Gabriela a hug. He moved over to Little John.

He shook his hand while looking him in the eyes and said, “I could not do this without your support. Do as you must to protect what we have here. Never second guess yourself.”

The trip by rail from Key West to San Francisco took several weeks. He carried quite a lot of cash and gold dust. He befriended no one. He attended a dinner with some other travelers to avoid being offish. This might draw attention. Once in San Francisco, he booked passage by boat to Alaska. In Alaska, he spent several weeks exploring the docks; he worked odd jobs. He was even hired as a deckhand on a few boats, proving himself hardworking and earning more respect from the boat captains. John J. remained determined to find someone for his journey to Russia.


Chapter 31
Captain Townsend


It was time for John J. to make his move. One evening, John J. was in one of the dock bars, waiting for a man named Captain William Townsend, who captained a ninety-foot crab boat. John J. had fished with him a few times, drank with him, and felt he could trust him, but only time would tell if his hunch was correct. It was summer, and this was the time to travel.

It was approaching midnight at the local watering hole; the bar was empty when John J. greeted Captain Townsend as he entered the pub. The men shook hands.

John J. asked, “Tell me again how many children you have, Captain.”

Captain Townsend greeted John J. and sat beside him at the bar, “Good evening, John J. I have two sons and a daughter. You have met one of my sons. He fishes with me.”

John J. wanted to work into this conversation in case he saw something in Captain Townsend he had not noticed before, leaving him out of this dangerous conversation that could change their lives forever.

John J. acknowledged this statement: “Yes, I recall meeting him twice. He is a fine young man who would be fine if he ever took over your boat for you.”

Captain Townsend leaned back a little, drank his beer, and replied contentedly, “Yes, he’ll be fine someday, but I’m far from the green pastures.”

“Yes, I believe that Captain,” John J. said while ordering them a round of drinks. John J. made a toast when the drinks arrived: “Here’s to family.”

Captain Townsend, agreeing, toasted back, “Yes, here’s to the loves of our lives. Love, we would put our lives on the line to protect.”

John J. sipped his drink and cut his eyes over to Captain Townsend. He knew at this moment that he was the one to trust. This is where he put his cards on the table.

“I also have a love of my life, a wife and daughter, who I must go, save.”

“Save John J.? What do you mean?” asked Captain Townsend.

He placed a hand on Captain Townsend’s shoulder to pull him closer. John J. whispered, “Let us move to a table so we can keep our conversation to our ears only.”

John J. kept his voice low at the table, “I’ve gold for those who help me.”

Captain Townsend stood, throwing some money on the table for the drinks, and turning to John J., he said, “You’re right. We should not talk here; there are many ears. Let’s go to my ship.”

The walk was quick down the dock, and they were in the Captain Townsend’s quarters in no time.

Captain Townsend asked, “How much gold?”

John J. now had the Captain Townsend’s attention, “How much gold would it take to journey across the sea?”

Captain Townsends is interested, “In what direction would this trip travel?”

John J. recognized this was the make-it-or-break point, so he was upfront. He did not want anyone to put themselves at risk without knowing they might risk their lives and all who traveled with them.

He also realized the lure of gold was overpowering, “We would head west.”

Captain Townsend paused, sipped his drink, and said, “Russia lies west, my friend. As you very well know.”

John J. looked at Captain Townsend to better understand his thoughts, “Yes, I know this.”

Captain Townsend had no fear, “It would cost a lot of gold for such a trip.”

John J. wanted to know more before discussing payment, “Have you ever made the trip, Captain?”

Captain Townsend smiled, “Not officially, but occasionally, we get lost and drift into Russia’s fishing grounds.”

John J. is happy with what he hears, “Would it be possible to get lost again?”

Captain Townsend asked, “Is this a one-way trip? Are you in trouble?”

John J. wanted to level with Captain Townsend. If they struck up a deal, there would be no questions about who had to do what.

“I hope not, captain. And no, I am not in trouble here. But a two-way trip.”

Captain Townsend was trying to piece together this arrangement himself. “How long would you take to take care of your business once onshore?”

John J. thought briefly before saying, “Perhaps a month, depending on whether I have trouble. Trouble is not afraid to follow me.”

Captain Townsend took a sip from his drink, laughed aloud, and continued, “Nor me either. To stay on that shoreline for that length of time is suicide. The Russians would blow me out of the water.”

John J. said, “Yes, I understand this, but I must understand your return time for us.”

Captain Townsend told him, “You would trust me a lot.”

John J. took a sip of his drink. He looked deep into Captain Townsend’s eyes. “Yes, I would trust you with my life and my family’s life. I’m not one to take a man’s word lightly.”

Captain Townsend returned the look. Both men were trying to read one another. Both had a lot to lose if anything went wrong.

Captain Townsend wanted more information. He thought he was catching on to what John J. was after but wanted to hear it in words.

He asked, “What do you seek in Russia?”

John J. was ready to express his feelings to the captain, “If you’re looking for trust, I’ll trust you. I will return for my wife and daughter.”

Captain Townsend understood these feelings. Family meant everything to him. He said to John J, “I love my daughter and would fight the winds of a thousand storms to save her from anything.”

John J. thought about the last time he held his wife and daughter before he said to Captain Townsend, “Then we understand one another?”

Captain Townsend agreed with John J., saying, “Yes, we can leave in about a week. I’ll need money for provision, and we must get you ready.”

John J. gave Captain Townsend a handful of gold and left to return in three days with his provisions, which included a horse and two-pack mules. They sailed. On board were Captain Townsend and his two sons.

A week of being underway had passed when, one evening, Captain Townsend summoned John J. to the bridge.

He told John J., “We’re off the coast of Russia. I hope you know what you are doing.”

John J said, “So do I.”

“I’ll come back for you, John J. How long will you need it?” The captain asked.

John J. had thought this through a thousand times and told Captain Townsend his plans, “If all goes well, and I lie low, traveling the backcountry, it should be no longer than a month. If sooner, we’ll find a place to hide along this coastline, and please keep in mind, I’m putting a lot of trust in you.”

Captain Townsend remained focused on getting the boat close to the shoreline. He told John J., “If it was any other man, I believe I’d bet against their return, but my feelings are you’ll return? And I do not wish to have a man of your nature haunting me. I will return in one month. If you are not here, I will return one week later. If you are not here on the second return, I will return no more. Do we understand one another?”

John J. remained expressionless as he looked at Captain Townsend, who had taken his eyes from the shoreline to see John J.’s response. There were no more words, but both perceived what each had to do.

Captain Townsend took the boat close to shore, unloading John J. and his team of horses in the black of night.


Chapter 32
Back to Russia


Once ashore, John J. put his plan into full play. His first goal would be to find some identification papers in case the Russian army discovered him and questioned him. He would need to find a village and someone close to his size for clothes. From the highest peaks, he searched for lights. Village lights twenty miles away came into view. This would be his first stop. John J. traveled at night and hid in the mountains during the day; he approached the outside of the village where, for days, he stayed under cover, watching the patterns of the villagers, looking for the right person to get papers from for the rest of his journey. There is a water well outside the village, where he would move on an unsuspecting villager close to his physical size. He would act fast. When the time came, a lone man was getting water from the well. John J. approached him from the back; at first, his instinct was to kill the man, but John J. only used the butt of his pistol, knocking the man out and to the ground. John J. found what he was looking for, the man’s identity papers. Considering this village was far from where he was going, and the odds would be in his favor, no one would know this man in this area of Russia he was heading. He also took the man’s jacket and hat.

John J. had to think in Russian, something he had not done in years. He travels by night, living on beef jerky, finding a deep enough cave to start a fire for a warm meal. His journey took him across several hundred miles of some of the most challenging terrain in Russia. Occasionally, he would steal food and water and take enough clothes to make a complete Russian wardrobe. If he came across any military, he even stole new saddles for his horse and packed mules, which looked more Russian. He would head about 150 miles north of Moscow and turn south to search the villages for signs of his family or, at least, hoping to discover someone you might know and ask questions.

Surveying the land below, his range could be fifty miles on cloudless mornings. Smoke from the farm chimneys was easy to spot. He counted ten villages. They built the farms’ houses around the center of the villages. In the morning, he would approach his first village.

The first village is tiny, with six buildings making up the town. John J. rode straight into the middle of the village, stopping at the well to water his stock. The time to be passive is over.

The village general store reminded him of the one where he and Ronald had first smelled death. John J. entered the store, where coffee was warmed on the wood-burning stove. He poured himself a cup of hot coffee. It was good.

The Storekeeper said, “We don’t get many visitors to our village. Where are you from, stranger?”

John J. almost answered in English but caught himself, “I’m from the East.”

“We are you going?” The Storekeeper continued.

John J. remembered to speak in Russian, “I’m going on business in Saint Petersburg.”

The Storekeeper told him, “You still have some ways to travel.”

John J. nodded and sipped his coffee. “Yes, but I’d like some hot food before I go. What do you have that is ready?”

The Storekeeper moved to the back room and returned with some beef stew. It was hot and warmed John J.’s chilled bones.

The Storekeeper was a talker, “We had some visitors a few months ago, men going to Moscow to join the army.”

John J. kept his head low, eating his beef stew.

The Storekeeper continued, “About a year or a go, a group of the Russian military came through, taking the youthful men from villages to join the Russian army.”

John J. said, “I’ve heard these things. This village has been here a long time. Has it not?”

The Storekeeper said, “Our village is over one hundred years old.”

Vladimir needed more information, “Are all the villages in this area as old as this one?”

The Storekeepers told him, “Not all. Some years ago, or so, two new villages to the south of us were set up. All were told never to venture near these villages.”

John J. said, “Sounds like a place I should avoid.”

The Storekeeper continued his story, “Yes, they were political prisoners of some sort. A couple have come through here occasionally, but with the army hot on their trail.”

John J. made no comment but looked at the Storekeeper, waiting to learn if there was more to this story, and there was, as the Storekeeper continued, “The legend has it that the village was set up to exile those who remained loyal to our last king. It was a death camp,”

John J. had heard enough. He asked, “Is there a place I can sleep tonight? I’ll pay you in gold.”

“Gold,” came from the Storekeeper in an excited voice. “Not much gold around here. There is a room out back, and I can rent it to you. Plus, you can have breakfast in the morning before you leave on your trip. One I sense is dangerous for all those involved.”

John J. removed a leather pouch from inside his jacket. He gave the Storekeeper two pinches and said, “And here’s another for your silence. If I come back this way in a few weeks, they will be more for you. Do we understand one another?”

The Storekeeper did not speak at first. He looked down at the gold dust in his hand, knowing there was more than he had made in five years just placed in his hand.

Looking at John J., he said, “My silence is yours, and good luck to you, young man.”

John J. was up before the sun. Ready to continue his journey. He appeared a little more comfortable traveling by day. The Storekeeper was up and prepared some food for John J. to eat before he left. The Storekeeper’s wife handed him a small sack of food to take with him.

She told John J., “The first village we spoke of is due south. Good luck to you.”

The first village was about a half-day’s ride by horse at a leisurely pace. John J. rode high on the mountainsides, watching for any patrols. Riding slow would keep the dust from his horse light, helping to hide his whereabouts for any patrols.

An hour from the first village, he saw smoke from the area where the Storekeeper’s Wife told him he might find the village. He dismounted from his horse and walked up higher up the mountain for a bird’s-eye view of the village. They set the village in a valley with a stream running through it. John J. thought for a moment. If he were not here doing what he was doing, this would be a beautiful valley to visit. As he had thought, the village was a small, typical outpost setup. It had a small-town square with a general store, town hall, church, and empty troop barracks. Each home had a farming area, and a few had barns for their livestock. He longed for the simple things in life. They were not prisoners.

John J. saw the village from different viewpoints for two days and nights. His first goal was to figure out the number of guards in the town and their routine. After the second day, he realized there was but one guard. And the one guard was old and had his family with him most of the time. In the past, there were stricter rules for the people of this village, but time seemed to have forgotten them, and there was no longer a need for troops. This was typical of Russia sending unwanted people from the cities. If they adapted and caused no trouble, they usually forgot them. But if they caused trouble and got reported back to headquarters, the odds are soldiers would be sent to execute them.

John J.’s confidence grew with each hour of his surveillance, as did his anticipation of finding his wife and daughter. On one occasion, he caught himself wanting to be in a big hurry to get deeper into the village. But his old training kicked in.

At night, he began checking out each farmhouse surrounding the village. He used the darkness for cover. He walked right up next to the homes, peering into their windows while they had dinner and prepared for bed. Outside the occasional dark barking, he moved unnoticed.

He thought of the last time he shared a moment with his wife and daughter. He wondered if this hard life had taken its toll on them, especially his wife, Sasha. He remembered the last time he held Alexandra, who was so young, and a tear came to his eyes, remembering her asking if they would ever see one another again.

His wife’s words and his daughter’s thoughts gave him strength and confidence. He sensed them, only hoping this impression was not a false one. He recognized that the mind played its tricks. He gathered his wits to focus on the mission at hand.


Chapter 33
Alexandra


This next village was as tiny as the first. John J. would not worry about any aggression coming his way. There was no way for them to send an alarm for help from other villages in the area. John J. needed more information. He would wait until morning and enter the town.

Morning came, and John J. was ready and packed to move fast in case the situation called for it. He had cleaned his pistols the night before; he seemed prepared for anything the villagers might try if they tried to stop him. And as for the aging guard, he hoped he did not have to kill him.

He entered the village with the sun at his back. Like most villages, there was a well in the center. As his horse drank, his eyes circled the town. A few villagers were wandering around, moving in and out of the general store, but no one paid him much attention. One villager walking by even said good morning to him. John J. did not let himself be lured into a false sense of security.

John J. tapped his hands to his pistols hidden under this coat and headed into the general store. He had seen this scene before with old village men sitting around the pot stove, drinking their morning coffee, and reminiscing about days gone by. There were three of them.

The closest to him, who looked to be in charge or at least doing a little better in life because his clothes looked better cared for, spoke first to him, “Good morning, stranger. Come and warm yourself by the fire.”

John J., nodding, responded in a kind voice, “Thank you.”

John J.’s eyes circled around the tiny general store. There was the way he came in and one door behind the counter.

The first man continued, “We don’t get a lot of visitors up here. Are you lost, young man?”

John J. responded to his question, “Perhaps a little, but your fire comforts me.”

The old man turned to the next man sitting beside him and said, “We were all lost when they first brought us here many years ago. Is this not true?”

The man in the middle chair did not speak but shook his head up and down to acknowledge his friend’s question.

The third man spoke, “Time has a funny way of healing the mind. I have been here so long that I forget my place of birth. Or it is because I’m getting too old.”

Speaking for the first time, the man in the middle said, “It’s nature’s way of taking care of the old. Nature helps us forget so we’ll not die with a lot of regret.”

The third man said, “Well, I wish nature would run through here again today, as there are some things from my past that I can’t wait to forget.”

The first man chuckled, “Yes, that would be nice.”

Turning to John J., he said, “Pull a chair up and have warm, day-old coffee with us. You look like a soldier from days past and are used to old coffee. Am I not, right?”

John J. dragged a chair from the store’s outer wall and sat down next to the first man, who handed him an empty cup to fill with warm coffee and said to John J., “Am I not right, young man? You carry yourself as a well-trained soldier.”

The intermediary asked John J., “Are they tired of sending us food occasionally? And are you here to execute us all? There are children here, you realize?”

John J. paused before taking a sip of his coffee, looked at the man, and took a sip before saying, “There’ll be no killing here today, by my part. And why do you worry about such a thing?”

The man in the middle said, “We were all soldiers once. Sent here by the old king to guard this village, who were once our prisoners but now our families. I’ve six children, and I’m still married to the lady who was once a prisoner in exile.”

The third man laughed, “Only six, I’ve eight. My wife and I warmed one another on many a cold and lonely night in this part of a forgotten world, my comrade.”

John J. cut his eyes to the first man sitting in the closet, waiting for him to tell him the number of children, which he did and said, “I have two from my first wife and one adopted, but would have had more if my poor wife had not died so young and so beautiful.”

The man in the middle put his hand on his comrade’s shoulder to comfort him, saying, “Yes, Sasha was a fine wife and exquisite, perhaps the pretties one of them all.”

Did John J. believe his ears? The first man saw interest in John J.’s eyes when he mentioned the name Sasha.

The third man said, “Yes, she was a strong, fine woman. She was one of the strongest leaders of our village. She held this village together more than once.”

The first man said, “Yes, we loved one another. We met the first time when some villagers were trying to leave, and they had ordered us to execute anyone who tried to leave or stirred up trouble. She convinced them to stay, saying all would be fine someday. She convinced me not to execute them. I listened to her, and some of those I didn’t kill are still my friends today.”

John J. was still having difficulty dealing with all this information at once. His first instinct was to slice the old man’s throat for touching his Sasha if it were his Sasha, but he had taken another love with Antoinette. He tried to keep his feelings deep in his soul. A person must sometimes do what they must to survive. John J. tried to think of something to say when suddenly the door to the store slammed open, and in walked a youthful woman carrying a bucket. She walked with heavy feet because of the old army boots she wore. She surveyed the room before speaking.

She said, “We need grain for the horses.” She walked over to the first man, kissing him on the top of his head and saying, “Wonderful morning, stepfather. I hope you slept well.”

She walked behind the counter, filling her bucket with grain. As she was about to leave, she stopped, looked John J. straight in the eyes, and asked, “Have we met? Should I recognize you? It is a strange feeling for me.”

John J. had found his Alexandra. She had her mother’s eyes, and her stare touched his heart. He kept his head low. He said nothing.

The man in the middle said, “You recognize someone who has never been to our village before?” Then, leaning over in his chair, he looked at the first man in the eyes and said, “Is she not like Sasha?”

The first man responded, “Yes, without question, she’s like her mother.”

Then Alexandra spouted, “My mother told me more than once that I had the bull hardheadedness of my father and never gave up on anything.”

John J. still did not look at this young lady, but pride swept through his body, knowing Sasha did not forget him, nor did she let Alexandra forget. It was all he could do to keep from jumping up and embracing her.

The first man responded to her. “Yes, more than once, she referred to you as being like your father, and mostly when someone was trying to tell you what to do, in this case, to do your chores. How can we have milk if you do not feed the livestock?”

Alexandra did not speak but turned and went out the door with her bucket of oats. As she was leaving, John J. turned to get a better glimpse of her. Their eyes locked. She had her mother’s walk.

John J. wanted to hear more about himself from the villager’s perspective. He asked, “Who was her father?”

The man in the middle slurped his coffee and said, “He was a magnificent warrior who saved the lives of the women, children, and old men.”

“Yes, he was,” said the first man, “Legend is told he cut a deal with one general to save his wife and daughter, plus many others.”

The man in the third chair said, “Yes, we were the guards. We never figured out why not to execute everyone, but some say the general cut a deal with Vladimir and feared him. He was a man who would somehow, someway, return and cut his throat if he didn’t honor his end of the bargain.”

John J. needed some air and a place to clear his thoughts.

He said, “Gentlemen, I thank you for the warmth of your fire, the day-old coffee, and the story of this village, but I must continue my journey.”

The man in the first chair put his hand on John J.’s arm as he was about to stand and said, “You look like a kind soul; why not join us for dinner at my house this evening? Alexandra is a wonderful cook.”

John J. smiled and said, “My journey has been long and is not over. A home-cooked meal would do great for me. I am camped in the mountains. I will return for dinner. What time? And where do you live?”

The first man nodded in agreement and said, “We live up behind the village in the third house on the right. You cannot miss it. Alexandra is always trying to grow flowers on the front porch, something he got from her mother. Say at seven.”

John J. stood, tipped his hat, and said, “I’ll see you at seven and look forward to tasting Alexandra’s cooking.”

John J. returned to his campsite. He spent the rest of the day in disbelief; he had found his daughter, Alexandra, alive and doing well. John J. mourned for his wife, yet since Sasha had a good life, he accepted this fate easier than he thought he might. He was proud of her for adapting to her surroundings, keeping his daughter alive, and helping her grow into a strong young woman.

John J. arrived at seven. He found the first man from the store sitting on the front porch with a bottle of vodka and two small glasses in front of him. As John J. approached, he rose to shake his hand and introduce himself.

He said, “My name is Oleg. Welcome to my home.”

Both men sat, and Oleg poured two drinks, handing one to John J., who made a toast, “Thank you for inviting me into your home, comrade. I wish you and your family many more years of happiness.”

Oleg toasted and said, “Yes, I used to be a captain. I still am, but out here, what does it matter? We have our official guard, older than I am, and I do not feel so much needed. Which I like that knowing.”

John J. responded, “Yes, sometimes feeling unneeded for what we are good at can be a comfort with our special talents.”

Oleg responded cheerfully, “Yes, yes! I agree. Tell me, comrade, why are you here from one soldier to the next?”

Oleg sat up straight in his chair, pushing his coat back a little so John J. saw the butt of a pistol in his belt. John J. followed suit but slid back both sides of his jacket, exposing the butts of two guns.

Both men paused, and the world seemed to stop briefly while looking at one another in the eyes. Neither man showed fear of death.

John J. said, “I didn’t come here to use these and only will if forced.”

Oleg relaxed his posture and said, “We think alike. I, as you, have seen much death.”

He poured himself and John J. another shot of vodka, and they drank it. The men were about to continue their conversation when the front door opened, and Alexandra stepped out and said, “Come to dinner, my two soldiers. Today is not a day for killing but for rejoicing.”

Both men smiled and joined Alexandra at the dinner table, where John J. was in for another introduction. Two adolescent boys sat waiting for their dinner. Alexandra introduced the two boys.

Alexandra introduced her two brothers, “This is Anton and Sergei. My brothers’ and where I go, they go.”

John J. smiled and looked Alexandra in the eyes while sitting beside Oleg. John J. thought she had plenty of her mom in her and wondered for a moment if she knew he was her father.

The room was silent for the next few moments as everyone filled their plates with food.

Alexandra was straightforward and said, “I recognize who you are, and my question is, why did you wait so long?”

John J. responded without hesitation, “I came late, but I came as I had promised.”

Alexandra continued, “Yes, I can see you, but I’m unsure if I’m about to wake up from a dream. One I had many times before of this exact moment.”

John J. told her, “Our journey home will be long and very dangerous.”

Alexandra said, “Don’t you think I haven’t been on a long and dangerous journey?”

John J. looked around the compact house, which had this one principal room serving as the kitchen, dining room, and family room. He saw several doors, which he assumed led to bedrooms. The fireplace warmed this room nicely. His eyes met his daughters again.

John J. asked, “Where do we go from here?”

She responded, “Where I travel, my brothers travel with me.”

John J. looked at the two boys. They were eating and did not understand or care what was happening.

Oleg did and asked with significant concern, “Someone needs to tell me what’s going on here.”

Alexandra looked at John J. and asked, “Shall I tell him, or shall you?”

John J. did not speak and waved his hand toward Oleg while letting his other hand drop to one of his pistols butts in case this was too much for Oleg to handle.

Alexandra looked at Oleg and said, “Stepfather, please prepare yourself. I’d like to introduce you to Vladimir, my father.”

Oleg’s eyes cut to John J., and he said, “You take your hand from your pistol, comrade. There’ll be no need for this tonight.”

Once Oleg saw Vladimir had relaxed his hand, he asked Alexandra, “How do you know if this is true?”

Alexandra, without speaking, rose from her chair, walking up next to Oleg and handing him a picture. It was a picture of Sasha and Vladimir from many years ago. Oleg looked at it and gave it to John J. The picture was old, and it showed its age. John J. drifted briefly, reflecting on the time the photo was taken. It was their wedding day. Here, in his hand, he remembered one of the happiest times in his life. He had to beg Sasha to marry him. Her father wanted her to marry an officer, but he persisted, and it paid off. She agreed.

Oleg interrupted John J.’s thoughts and asked, “Comrade, what’s your plan to get them out of here.”

He said, “I’ll not tell you my entire plan now. You must agree. We must not learn everything unless it is necessary.”

Oleg took Alexandra by her hand, looked up at her, and said, “Your father is right.”

Oleg asked John J., “Your time must be short. When will you leave?”

John J. said, “We must leave in daylight and head up into the mountains.”

Alexandra asked, “Is this a dream? Like the one I’ve had every night for as long as I can remember.”

John J. stood and walked over to Alexandra, kissing her forehead. He took her into his arms and hugged her—a hug he had dreamed about for many years. Both fought to fight back the tears of joy.

Oleg stood, breaking the reunion up, and said, “Alexandra, you must pack your and your brother’s things but travel very light. There’ll be plenty of time to celebrate your reunion for the rest of your lives.”

John J. questioned this situation, “Brothers?”

Oleg patted John J. on the back and said, “Yes, brothers’ comrade. These two have never been out of an ear shout of Alexandra since her mother died. It is a package deal. I’m much older than you, and my time is short in years.”

The brothers figured out what was happening. The oldest, Anton said., “We can’t leave our father.”

Oleg looked at his sons with considerable pride and said, “We’ll all leave together in the morning, I’ll escort you to the coastline, where I assume a boat is waiting, and we’ll have plenty of time to talk along the way. Now, everyone, go pack.”

Oleg looked at John J. and said, “We should have vodka on the front porch.”

After following Oleg to their seats on the porch and after a shot of vodka, Oleg said, “They’ll be here in two days or fewer, so our time is short. I have seen the soldiers scatter bones to the wind. We must travel hard and fast to get away from this place.”

John J. needed the whole picture and said, “Please continue, comrade.”

With a slight nod, Oleg said, “A patrol visits our village three or four times yearly. They are overdue. This patrol travels the region, ensuring everyone stays loyal to the current government. They brought some supplies. I fear for Alexandra having to deal with the soldiers.”

John J. is unshaken by the news and asks, “I understand. How many are in the patrol?”

Oleg continued, “Thirty soldiers or more, perhaps. There are too many for us to deal with, even with the help of the soldiers in this village. Our best option is to put as much ground between us and this place as soon as possible.”

John J. poured another shot of vodka into both men. After taking their shots, John J. asked, “Why do you let your sons go with me?”

Oleg smiles and tells him, “Would you like to fight Alexandra? She is a patrol of 30 herself and has been a mother to those two boys.”

John J. acknowledges this fact and warns Oleg, “Losing your family is the hardest thing a man can face in life. This is a first-hand experience.”

Oleg said, “Yes, we’ve all lost, but if I don’t help my sons through this problem, their lives might be more painful than yours or mine. Let us not speak of this anymore. What I must do, I must do. And you are a man of honor, and I realize you will protect them.”

Neither man spoke more words that evening. Both men went to bed and awoke early to Alexandra’s voice, “Get up, you two; it’s time to go.”

The party of five loaded their pack mules with supplies. Oleg mentioned traveling through the valley would be shorter, but John J. explained that the high ground would give them more edge and hiding places.

The party traveled hard, and they saw smoke on the morning of the second day as the sun rose. It was a campfire. Smoke came from the patrol, who now hunted them. It was time to travel hard, and on the morning of the third day, smoke was closer than before; they were two days from the coastline, and the race was on for their lives. John J. sent the party ahead while he stayed to better understand what they were facing. As afternoon approached, the patrol in sight included twenty well-armed soldiers. Again, too many for him to handle alone. The coastline was their savior. Captain Townsend would be there. John J. traveled fast to catch up with his party.

He said, “No fires; they’re closer than I thought. The coast is not far. We must only approach once we are sure the ship will pick us up. We will find a place in the mountains. We’ll signal when the ship is visible, and they’ll pick us up.”

Alexandra asked, “How can you be sure they’ll be there?”

John J. looked at his daughter, as he did each time, he looked at her, with love and total amazement. They were close to spending a content life together.

He told her, “Nothing is for sure, but I can trust the men coming for us; they want the rest of their gold.”

The next day, John J.’s group remained undercover in the shallow caves, keeping watch for the soldiers on their trail. He saw no sign of them. John J. would leave camp at night to search the shoreline for any sign of their boat to freedom, always returning before sunlight. On his return, all would question whether the ship had arrived. This morning, he would have excellent news.

He said, “Yes, I met with Captain Townsend last night. They sent a small rowboat to get me. I explained that my party had grown larger by three. I convinced them with the promise of more gold to return tomorrow night, to which they agreed. This will be our one and only opportunity to escape. Get some sleep.”

Everyone smiled, including Oleg. He pulled John J. aside and said, “They’re out there. They are watching. Maybe not, or maybe they are playing a hunch. I’ll find out.”

Olga left and returned a few hours before sunset. He said, “They’re there, but only perhaps ten. They have been watching us. We must avoid leading them to the shoreline. We need a diversion.”

Ogle thought of only one way to slow down the patrol, “I’ll stay and attack them; this will be our best defense.”

He was right. There was no point in arguing. It was senseless. He patted Oleg on the back, saying, “You should be the one to tell your sons. You may keep my pistols; they’re all I have with me.”

Oleg smiled and led Vladimir to some packs lying further up in the cave. Oleg had come prepared. He showed John J. several hand grenades and a small machine gun with plenty of rounds.

John J. liked what he saw in the bags. There was no point in discussing their next move. They were both experienced soldiers. They had practiced this drill.

John J. said, “We’ll move your arms to a point over the patrol and wait for the cover of night. When we reach the cliff top, I will fire one shot and see the rowboat coming to get us. At that point, you must pin down the patrol and not let up on them for at least 30 minutes.”

Oleg agreed, and the men moved the small arsenal to a rocky point above the patrol, where they remained most of the day, reminiscing about battles they had fought in and sharing a laugh.

Just as the sky darkened, Oleg said to John J., “There’ll not be enough time for me to make it to the rowboat, and I hate not saying goodbye to my sons, but this is war, and what’s best for the long term is the right move for the term. Please give them my love.”

John J., shaking Oleg’s hand, said, “We’ll be at the top of the cliff before midnight, so wait for my signal. And as for your sons, I promise they’ll not forget you.”

John J. arrived back at camp. One of Oleg’s sons asks, “Where’s my father?”

John J. said, “Many times, we must do what we can to preserve those we love. All noble warriors feel this in their hearts. Your father is a noble warrior.”

The boys were young and could not understand what John J. had said. Alexandra took the boys further into the cave to silence the sound of them crying for their father.

Around 11 pm., John J. gathered his party. He told them they would travel on foot to the shoreline and only take the clothes on their back.

At the coastline, John J. began looking for the rowboat. He saw the boat about a half mile offshore with two men rowing toward the shoreline. It was their ride to freedom. The climb down the cliff would take about 15 minutes, putting them at the coastline’s edge. He turned and fired one shot into the air, leading his party down the cliff.

Alexandra asked, “What was that shot for?”

John J. put his finger to his lips and said, “Save your energy and don’t speak. You’ll find out soon enough.”

About halfway down the cliff, everyone heard machine guns echoing through the mountain valleys, with the occasional sound of a grenade, which lit up the sky. Oleg was doing his part but could not hold the patrol for long. Oleg would run out of ammunition quickly.

John J. and his family reached the shoreline as the rowboat arrived. They all boarded and headed out to sea toward the mother ship. As they were climbing aboard, the battle sounds from the shore halted.

Captain Townsend asked, “What was all that about?”

John J. paused momentarily, looking back at the shoreline, then turning to Captain Townsend and said, “That was a man who loved his children.”

When they arrived at the port town back in Alaska, John J. rented a house to teach his new family the ways of the Western world. He even hired the local schoolteacher to visit every night after dinner to introduce his new family to English. Alexandra’s English was good; she has kept up her lessons.

He and Alexandra became not only father and daughter but fast friends. Their time together for the rest of their lives would be joyous. She had many questions about America, and John J. was thrilled to stop whatever he was doing and answer every question.

They left Alaska and arrived in Key West by rail early one morning. He had yet to send word of his arrival. They hired a wagon to take them to their home on Fleming Street. A new and joyful life for all was at hand.

Upon entering the home, Gabriela greeted them with a warm hug.

John J. asked Gabriela, “Where’s Captain Baptiste, and where is Little John? Are they out fishing?”

Gabriela took John J. and led him out back to the garden area, explaining to him Little John had died of malaria, along with many others in Key West. John J.’s head dropped with grief. He was about to speak to Gabriela, but a hand touched his shoulder.

Alexandra whispered, “There’s nothing I can say to stop your pain, as I can see it runs deep. I’ll never leave your side.”

John J. looked at Alexandra, putting his hand on hers, resting on his shoulder.

He smiled and said to her, “So much I’ve seen and lost, but our lives will no longer continue down that path. This I’ll promise you.”

Later that day, all visited Little John’s gravesite. He was not cremated, as was the plan. John J. hoped his son rested in peace. The curse of his marked bones was not told to him, and he only learned he was of royal blood.

The following decades of John J’s life went well. His two new sons learned to love the sea and fish. He and Alexandra spent time together every day. She married a local man and bore two children, a son, and a daughter. Life was enjoyable.


Chapter 34
The End of a Journey


John J. was about to dream more about his past life when a hand on his shoulder awoke him. It was Alexandra speaking to him.

“Father, it’s getting late. You should go to bed and rest if you’re to meet again in the morning with Mr. Rivers.”

John J. placed his hand on hers, and looking up at her, he smiled and said a silent testament to their unspoken bond, “Life started hard. We’ve both had the loss of those we have loved, but we also found those who we love. I am content with my life with you at my side.”

Alexandra wheeled John J. to his bedroom and helped him to bed. As John J. lay there reflecting a little more on his life, he picked up a pen and paper to write two notes: one to Alexandra and one to Jack Rivers. The notes reflected his life. Keep it short and to the point.

As she had for years, Alexandra entered her father’s room early in the morning with his coffee and the newspaper. She gently rubbed his shoulder to wake him, but this morning was different. Vladimir, the Russian Warrior, AKA John J. Williams, was not waking up; he had gone to find Sasha, his final journey.

Alexandra sat next to her father’s body on the bed, weeping. She noticed the two notes lying on his nightstand. Opening the one addressed to her first.

It read. “My sweet, sweet Alexandra. No words can describe the joy you have brought into my heart. My end is here. Neither my body nor soul can take any more adventures on this earth. There have been many, too many, I fear. You’ll be careful. Visit Mr. Torch, which, I realize, if you are reading this note, is the last thing on your mind. But the reality is – the truth. I could write for a lifetime telling you how much you mean to me, but I’ll let the unspoken words tell our story If there’s a way to miss where I’m going. I will miss you, and if there’s a way, we can meet again someday. We shall meet. Your mother and I will be there waiting for you, but don’t get in a hurry; there’ll be time for all someday. You will read my note for Mr. Rivers, as you did all my mail. Yes, I noticed you did that, and I am happy because that was one of the many ways you cared for me, so don’t worry. Please give this note to Mr. Rivers and stay clear because if he does what I think he will, they will come.” My most profound love – Your Father – Vladimir.

Alexandra sat for an hour next to her father. But she would honor his last request and take care of the business. Alexandra opened the note; her father had left for Jack Rivers. After she read it, she put it into her purse and prepared to see Mr. Torch. Mr. Torch would handle the arrangements for her father. As she was about to leave her father’s room, she paused, turning to see his old Russian army hat hanging on a lamp in the corner of his room. Alexandra walked over, taking the hat from its long-time resting place. She covered her father’s breathless body with a sheet. Alexandra had a tearful smile and thought to herself. What a long, sad, but sometimes incredible journey her father had in life. She placed the battered hat on her father’s chest and left the room.

Alexandra wandered the streets of Key West for hours. She peered into one of John J.’s favorite bars and could almost see him sitting there. Alexandra recalled more than once having to come to get her father. She ended up by her father’s boats, where she informed the rest of their family of John J.’s passing. It was a sad time for all, but she insisted all stay strong, as John J. would have wanted them to.

Alexandra would remain strong. She took the note left for Jack Rivers from her purse and reread it, then visited Mr. Rivers. Alexandra did not know why her father had chosen him, but she was determined to honor his wishes, a testament to her father’s trust in Mr. Rivers.

I heard a light knock at my door. It was Alexandra. I invited Alexandra into the house, asking her to sit; something had shaken this powerful woman. I offered her something to drink, which she declined and handed me a note. I open the note and read it.

It was from John J. Mr. Rivers. If you are reading this, you realize my journey in this world is over. My interests still lie in protecting my family, and I have those I trust outside my family to ensure no harm comes to any of them, especially the lady sitting in front of you now.”

I stopped reading momentarily, looking up to Alexandra to say, “There was no beating this man.”

She smiled, and I returned to reading the note.

“The thing you search for has brought death to hundreds or thousands of people in the world and much death in my life. Please think this over before taking the torch I pass, as it brings a heavy burden, and more death follows with it. You have stirred the pot, and I know my people. They will find out about you and seek you out. Heed this warning. Never feel safe. What you seek lays at rest and untouched for many years. When you awaken it, trouble shall follow. You can end this adventure, but again, you may be another lost soul. Vladimir.”

I looked at Alexandra and said, “This is beyond my imagination. I never thought this story was real, but now I know it is.”

Without expression, Alexandra said, “It’s as real as death that will knock at your door. I’m not sure why my father chose you, but he always had wonderful insights into people. I wonder if he did this because he likes you or to use you to change the path of those who seek the same thing.

I sat back a little in my chair, keeping eye contact with her, and said, “That’s scary. Your father was a smart man, which I realized after one meeting. I’ll watch my back for sure. And if something comes of this, I’ll ensure you’re taken care of with some treasure.”

Alexandra smiled, telling me, “My father has already taken care of me and many generations of his family to follow. We’ll never meet again when I leave here as I’ll heed my father’s warning. If he says they’re coming, they’re coming.”

We spoke no more. I walked Alexandra to the door and opened it for her. She left.


Chapter 35
Jack Gets Help


Ispent the next week planning my next move with utmost caution. If the words in John J.’s note were true, as I believed, I would have to continue to watch my back. I read the note repeatedly, each time trying to find more meaning in what it said. The note sends chills up and down my spine every time I read it. Kassim and Kate will be pushing for an update soon. I knew I could not stall much longer.

I bought a camera and took pictures of the island, working my way through the cemetery, taking photos while looking for Little John’s grave. I wanted the neighbors to think I was just another tourist in Key West, cleverly disguising my true mission.

On one of my visits, I came across an old grave marked “Little John Williams.” Above ground, a concrete tomb with a solid stone top weighed too much for me to handle alone. I would need some help; someone I could trust with my life.

I made the call, “Hey, man.”

The voice from the other end of the phone line responded, “Is that you, Jack?”

I responded, “Sure it is bro. What’s up, Johnny.”

Johnny asked, “Where are you? It has been a while since I’ve seen you around. We just returned from a tour in Europe.”

I said, “Yeah, I saw you guys were over there. How did it go?”

Johnny is modest, “Well, bro, you appreciate us; we always make it work.”

Laughing, I said, “And the women? How did that go?”

Johnny shrugged it off, “It was okay. I never kiss or tell.”

The opening was there for my reason for calling, “The reason I call.”

Johnny continued, “What for a kiss? I don’t swing that way.”

I laughed and said, “Funny, but remember, I’m bigger than you.”

Johnny laughed, “Yeah, but I’m meaner.”

This kept improving: “And that’s why I need your help.”

Johnny asked, “Is someone bothering you?”

I could count on Johnny, “No, or at least not at this point. I need some help in Key West.”

Johnny paused before asking, “What kind of help. We go back out on tour in six weeks.”

I said, “That should be plenty of time. It pays well.”

Johnny answered quickly, “Well, you got me sitting up straight.”

I continued with my plan, “And I think you need to bring Marcus.”

Johnny said, “Okay, but I have to check with him first. He has a controlling wife.”

I put some meat into the offer, “It’s all expenses, and you each walk with five thousand.”

Johnny asked, “Wow, bro. Who do we have to kill?”

I wanted it clear in case someone listened to us on the phone, “Now, you appreciate me better. I don’t break the law.”

Johnny felt me and said, “Yeah, but I’ve seen you put a curve or two into it.”

I chuckled, “Can I count on you two guys?”

Johnny’s voice was severe. “As always. We’ll fly down in a few.”

This relieved me, “Great, give me notice, and I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

The conservation ended, and I had to produce a plan. How could I figure out how to get what I needed from the Key West Cemetery? It would only be a few days before my help arrived. A solid plan had to be in place. I spent the next few nights walking the streets by the cemetery, trying to notice which homes had views of Little John’s grave. Which ones slept with their windows open and even noted when their lights went out for the evening. Homeless people slip into the cemetery at night to sleep. This would be a make-it-or-break-it move, and if we got caught. Well, that was something I did not care to think about.

Johnny and Marcus landed at 6 p.m., heading to my rented Fleming house.

Once inside, Marcus said, “Okay, Jack, we’re here. Tell us what’s happening with all this cloak and dagger stuff.”

I handed each one a beer. We sat at the kitchen table. I said, “That’s what all this is about.”

Johnny said, “Explain yourself.”

Before I spoke, Marcus said, “Yeah. For five thousand, you are up to something. I want information before I commit.”

I rocked back in my chair and took a sip of my beer, and I let the front legs slap down hard on the kitchen floor, slamming a beer can hard onto the table. Neither filched, but I had their full attention.

All eyes were on me, and I said, “My friends, that’s what it is – cloak and dagger. I need you to trust me and give me more time.”

Marcus said, “We’re only here a few days, Jack, so whatever it is, we must get it done.”

I stood up, smiled, and said, “Give me a few hours. Let’s get a beer and something to eat. After dark, I’ll tell you, my plan.”

We walked over to The Big Bird Bar for a beer, and after we got served, Marcus said, “About 15 years ago, we came down here for a gig. It rained the whole time we were here. I lost my sandals and walked around barefooted for 3 days. I ended up getting foot rot and had to go to the doctor to get antibiotics. Man, was I young and dumb.”

Johnny and I looked at one another, and Johnny said. “You’ll get no argument from one of us.”

We sat for another hour, exchanging old stories, one about me. We were on Beale Street and got hammered in the afternoon, so hammered none of us could drive. I had my big Benz with roadside service, and it would not be wise to leave it downtown. We let the air out of one tire and called the towing service to flatbed it home free. Plus, we got the driver to air the tire back up before he left. He did some head-scratching.

We went around the corner to an Italian restaurant, where we continued exchanging old stories of some not-so-bright things we had done on our own or together. After several hours of story-swapping, I was convinced counting on my two old friends was okay. They would either help me or not, but I felt sure that if they did not help me, they would tell no one what I was doing in Key West.

I paid the check, and as we were leaving, I said. “Let’s take a different way home; besides, the walk will do us good.”

Johnny laughed and said, “Jack, remember who you are talking to? I play drums, and I don’t need exercise.”

I looked at him, shaking my head, and said, “Come this way and bear with me.”

I led them up Duval, and we took a left on Angel Street. We navigated a few twists and turns until we were looking at the Key West Cemetery.

Marcus looked at Johnny and asked, “Did we do something to Jack? You served us drinks, filled our bellies, and now bring us to a cemetery.”

Johnny said, “That’s funny, but I’ll wait and laugh after we leave here.”

I said, “The cemetery closes at dark, and there is no drop-off service.”

Marcus said, “Funny, real funny, Jack.”

I gave my head a slight nod back over my right shoulder. I said, “See that old man on the porch over there?”

I waited for Johnny and Marcus to confirm and said, “About this time of night, he goes inside, and I see a bedroom light come on after he goes in, but the kicker is I’ve been by here at 2 in the morning sitting on this porch.”

Johnny asked, “What’s the point? I’m not killing some old man.”

I said, “We’re not killing anyone. I need you to pay attention. The point I am making is the old man comes out at night to smoke. There is no set schedule. We need to be aware of him. He has a straight shot at where we’ll be working.”

Marcus said, “Well, you have our attention now.”

I smiled and said, “Great, let’s return to the house and talk a little more.”

The walk back was quick and quiet. Both trying to guess what I was doing in Key West.

Back at the house, I repeated my routine of getting us a beer and sitting at the kitchen table. Once we all had a few sips of our beer, I told them, “Now, I need you guys to trust me. It will take two more days to lay this out to you, so do not rush me. I’m asking.”

Johnny looked over at me and smiled.

I asked, “What was that for?”

He responded, “Happy we don’t have to kill anyone.”

Marcus, who had always been the funniest of us three, said, “Johnny, you’re missing the point. We would not be in a cemetery if we had to kill. I’m not messing with any spirits unless they are in a bottle, and I can drink them.”

We all laughed, and I said, “Okay, I want you guys to check out the cemetery for the next two days and nights. Do not act suspiciously because the Key West cemetery is a big tourist attraction, and people take pictures daily. I want us to go alone for the next two days, once in the morning and once at night, to get familiar with the place. We will sit down in two days, and I’ll lay all my cards on the table.”

Two days later, we all met back at the kitchen table. I opened a bottle of wine.

Raising my glass, I said, “Cheer boys. It is time to get busy. I will be right back.”

I left the room for a moment and returned with several files. I tossed them on the table.

I said, “Here are pictures of Key West, the Key West Cemetery, and surrounding streets. We need to study these and commit all to memory.”

Johnny said, “If we’re not putting someone in there, who are we taking out?”

Marcus’s eyes opened wider than usual and said, “I told you guys, me and spirits don’t get along.”

Johnny slapped Marcus on the shoulder and said, “Stop being a sissy. I’ve seen you do things that would make a dead person roll over.”

We sat down and discussed the route to the cemetery. We should enter from separate locations. The gates would be locked, but there were a few low fences in parts of the cemetery that would be easy to hop over.

Another problem we met was a few lights in the cemetery. There were houses around it, and it would only take one set of eyes to stir things up for us. We discussed what we would do if we ran into a homeless person. We agreed we would try not to hurt them, but the stakes were high in this game. This continued for four or five hours, and it was getting early in the morning.

Marcus looked over at me and said, “Okay, Jack. Spill the beans. What will we leave there with when we do your mission?”

I answered flat out, “The leg bone of a man.”

With his quick humor, Marcus asked, “Are we making soup?”

I cut my eyes to Marcus and said, “Money soup, bro. Money soup.”

Johnny was about to ask a question, but I cut him off.

I said, “That’s it for now. I cannot sit around and talk about this 24/7. It messes with my head. Here is the deal. If you are in, great. If not, we will get you a ticket out of here in the morning. If you stay again, we do not need to hang out 24/7. We will go our separate ways and meet here every night. We will make our move in two more days. The odds are that I missed something, so feedback is essential.”


Chapter 36
The Countdown Begins


We all sat at the kitchen table on the second evening, around 11 pm.

I opened the meeting by asking, “Okay, does anyone see any problems getting this done in the next few days?”

Marcus was loud, “Problems! Are you kidding? I went by this morning and this afternoon; that place is like a zoo with tourists.”

I looked at Johnny and asked, “And what are your comments?”

Johnny had always been the laid-back of the three of us. He said, “We should take the five thousand and get our heads examined for even considering this project of yours. Five thousand is a lot of money, but my freedom is worth a lot more than that. Grave robbing sounds like a federal offense.”

There would be questions to overcome, and if I were you, I would want more information. I tried to give them what I hoped would be enough information to keep them in the game.

I said, “You are right. I will bump your pay to ten thousand each. If this thing works out, more. Before you ask, how much more? I cannot give a truthful answer. I will say the group with me on this hunt has more money than anyone. The bottom line is that I am being as honest as possible when speaking. If this is a failure, that is what it is, but if they are right. The bounty we are chasing may put much more money in our pockets.”

Johnny blurted, “For that kind of money, I’d let you date my sister.”

Marcus said, “You don’t have a sister, and your brother is as ugly as you.”

Johnny said, “Well, I’d get a sister.”

I wanted to stay focused. “OK, guys. What problem do you see besides Johnny not having a sister?”

Johnny asked, “What is the location? Is the leg buried or in one of those concrete graves sitting on the ground? I know that the tops of the concrete grave cover weigh at least three hundred pounds.”

I told them the name of the grave and showed them photos so they could visit the site and get a better feel for it the next day.

The next evening, we sat once again at the kitchen table.

Johnny took over, his voice filled with determination. “We can do this grave-robbing job. The people in that neighborhood will only get involved if we wake them up, so if we are quiet, we can do it. The only problem I see is pushing that grave cover off. It sits in a lip, and we would have to lift it a quarter inch, and I expect it would slide off.”

Marcus agreed, saying, “Yes, we must be quiet and fast. I wondered about that top.”

I smiled and told them, “I worried about that too. That is why I have been sticking two massive flat-head screwdrivers over time to create a little open slot at the head of the grave cover. They are clean of my prints. The Key West Police Department is not stupid, but I wonder if we left them behind and if they would run a fingerprint scan. We must keep all this in mind.”

Marcus pondered momentarily and said, “If we put the top back on the gravesite. And who will notice?”

We all nodded in agreement, a sense of unity filling the room, and decided tomorrow night would be the right time.


Chapter 37
Show Time


Before we set off on the job, this would be our last time at the kitchen table.

Marcus quick-witted and said, “How much would they charge me if I took this table with me?”

I shook my head from left to right and asked, “Why do you wish to take this table?”

Marcus responded, “Because, outside us three, this is the only other that knows the plan.”

I looked at Johnny and asked, “Where did he come up with this stuff?”

Johnny shrugged his shoulder, got up, went to the refrigerator, and got us all a beer. No one spoke; we just opened our beers and took a sip.

I said, “It’s eight o’clock. When do we make our move?”

No one responded, so I continued, “I’m just talking aloud, but if we wait until 3 or 4 in the morning, we might make too much noise. Key West gets quiet at night, and sound carries. If we go too early, the neighbors might still be up, and people could be partying in the cemetery.”

Johnny said, “We could do this in 30 minutes, not including the walk time from here.”

Johnny looked over to Marcus and spoke. “You know, bro. Pretend we are loading for a gig we’re late for.”

Marcus agreed, “Yeah, we go hard and fast.”

Marcus looked over at me and spoke. “You look more nervous than we do.”

Without expression, I told him, “My steam level is a little low. I’ll be fine.”

We all agreed that the sooner, the better. We would leave the house at 10 pm. I did not want to leave any evidence. Marcus and Johnny gathered all the photos and notes. We shredded papers and pictures, put them in the sink, and poured bleach over them, stirring them in circles until we could no longer see print on the shredded papers. We moved the documents to the next sink compartment and washed all the documents in hot water. The idea here was to get rid of any powerful bleach smell. And dispose of the papers with the trash pickup in the morning. There would not be any powerful odor of bleach. We did not wish to bring undue attention to a trash bag smelling of bleach. I had bought an external hard drive, on which I kept copies of the cemetery photos and other notes for review. I took the hard drive apart with a screwdriver. I did not wish for it to look smashed. After it was apart, I filled a bucket with salt and boiling water, placing the hard drive part into it. Salt water could corrode about anything. This should cover any tracks left on the hard drive. Before we left, we placed the shredded papers and hard drive parts into trash bags and tossed some food and beer cans on top and in the bottom of each bag for a little extra visual. Doing this in case one bag busted open.

On the way out, we put the bags in the trash cans and put the trash cans on the curb like the rest of the neighbors. We had decided earlier to take different routes to the cemetery, if we all came in from fresh angles, one of us might notice anything that might shut our plan down. We would meet by the corner grocery store by the cemetery but not go inside.

I took the longest route to the cemetery, taking my time like a guy on a non-caring, leisurely stroll. My path took me halfway around the cemetery’s border. I discovered nothing looked any different from the many nights I had checked the graveyard. Coming around at the last turn. Johnny and Marcus had arrived and stood across the street from the grocery store. In a few more minutes, I was upon them.

I said, “Well, gentlemen, sure is a pleasant night to walk around Key West.”

Marcus responded, “Yes, it is. It is very peaceful and quiet at night. It is an excellent time.”

This was Marcus’ way of saying we should go ahead with our plan.

I agreed and said, “Yes, I expect you’re right. Wait here, I’ll be right back, and we can continue our walk.”

I walked across the street to the store. On the walk over, I remembered I had seen homeless people sleeping in the cemetery, and I had also seen some people sitting and drinking beers. I disagreed with making the cemetery a party place; it worked against my morals, but I thought I would buy a six-pack of beer. Anyone who noticed us might assume we were having a few beers in the cemetery. I came out of the store with a brown paper bag and walked over to Johnny and Marcus, where they were standing and talking to a drunk guy.

I handed Marcus the bag full of beer and said, “We should be on our way. It’s getting late.”

Marcus took the bag and looked inside. He pulled out a beer and handed one to the drunk guy they had been talking to. Marcus told him to be careful, and he even told him to try to get home soon.

I motioned for Johnny and Marcus to follow me. There was a narrow street next to the cemetery. Up ahead on the cemetery side of the street was a patch of trees, and across from the patch of trees was this enormous house sitting empty. We would enter the cemetery unseen from that location.

We entered the cemetery, sensing no one had seen us. No one had spoken, and there was no reason to talk. We were about 10 feet from the grave of Little John Williams. Each of us looked around and listened for any sounds of others who might be close by. We all looked at one another and still, without speaking, decided it was now or never.

We dropped to the ground as we approached the crypt, which stood about 4 feet high. One of our most significant chances of being seen from the street or the neighborhood houses would be our shadows. Although the cemetery was lit, there were few trees, and the moon seemed to always light up the cemetery. Luckily, there was a gigantic tree about 15 feet away, which cast some shadow. We turned, resting our backs on the crypt for a moment, and I crawled to the end of the crypt. I reached my hand between Little John’s grave and that of another, retrieving the two-giant flat-headed screwdrivers I had hidden here a few days ago.

I crawled back, handed Johnny one screwdriver, and said, “You guys keep your eyes and ears alert. I will work this screwdriver around the entire top of this thing to feel how tight or loose it may be.”

I got up on my knees, placed the screwdriver in the tiny crack between the crypt’s top and bottom, and slid the screwdriver along the crack. In two spots, I had to go over the same spot twice to break the algae growth between the top and bottom. Once I made a complete circle, it was time to lift the top. There was about a half-inch lip on which the top rested. That is how high we would have to lift the top before it would slide.

Johnny and I started at the darkest end, the most protected by the shadow of the nearby tree.

Johnny felt the top of the crypt and said, “This will not be a 5-minute job.”

Marcus, who was between us, said, “Get to lifting so I can at least slide this stick in there. We can block up the other end before we start pushing.”

We worked the screwdrivers back and forth, digging deeper under the top of the crypt. We knew we had to get them halfway in, or they might snap.

This took us about 5 minutes, and we were ready to lift the top, which had been resting in its place for many years. Johnny and I put our weight on the screwdrivers.

We heard the crunch of the crypt’s top breaking free.

Marcus slid the stick in and said, “OK, let it back down so we can determine if it will take the weight.”

As we lowered the top from its leveraged position, we could hear a cracking sound coming from the stick.

Marcus realized this might work and said, “This will work. Lift it back up so I can put another stick in the crack.”

Johnny and I lifted the top back up, and Marcus found two more sticks, which he wedged into place. We lowered the lid. It worked. You can see a nice gap between the top and bottom. Now for the other end. We could all feel our confidence growing.

On the other end, it was the same procedure, which we completed in about 5 more minutes. We realized we had not looked around. We all dropped to the ground. Each of us poked our heads up, one at a time, to view the surrounding area. All looked quiet.

We met no one, not even the old man across the street. Now, it was time for the hard part. We had to get this 300-pound block of solid concrete to slide.

We planned to slide the top enough, so I could shine my light into the crypt. Marcus took one side with a screwdriver, and I took the other. We wanted Johnny to start with the pushing. He was the strongest, with a low center of gravity.

Johnny pushed. Marcus and I wedged the screwdrivers in place, looking for more lift. Nothing happened. Marcus and I got on the same side, lifted the edge, and had Johnny place more sticks in the crack, hoping to create a roller for the top. We all moved to the other side. Marcus and I were lifted with the screwdrivers to get some height, and Johnny pushed with all he had in him. It moved.

Quick-witted, Marcus whispered, “I hope we’re getting paid by the hour to do this.”

Johnny and I looked at one another, took deep breaths, and applied the same movements. It moved another ¼ inches. Yeah, Marcus was right; this might be an hourly job.

Johnny grunted and grunted, and as he let his air out from pushing so hard, he said, “We need one more person, and this will move.”

As the three of us looked at one another, a voice from behind us, a foot, said, “Hey, there buddies.”

I said, “I told you not to feed the wild animals.”

Johnny had not moved. Still shocked. Marcus quickly said, “Be quiet or you might spoil the surprise.”

This was the drunk guy they had given a beer early in front of the corner grocery store. He rolled his head toward Marcus, his eyes rolled back into his head.

The drunk guy said, putting his finger to his lips, “Surprise! I’d never spoil that.”

At least Marcus had him whispering. He looked over to Johnny and me for directions.

Johnny said, “Hey, brother. There’s hidden loot in here, we heard about.”

The drunk guy asked, “What kind of loot?”

Johnny kept it going, “Whiskey and money. Is there another kind?”

The drunk guy said, “Tell me when to push. I need a drink and cab money to get home.”

Marcus asked, “Where do you live? We can give you a ride home.

The drunk guy responded, “Nah, that would be impossible. I live on the moon.”

Our eyes followed his as he looked up at the moon, and we snapped back.

Marcus said, “OK, help us get you some money to get home and a nice icy cold beer.”

The drunk guy loved the idea and asked, “What do I do?”

Johnny said, “Get here beside me, and when I say push. Push for the money.”

They took their places, and Marcus and I returned to ours. We lifted, and they pushed. The top moved an inch.

Johnny said, “We can do this. Now push, and this time don’t stop until I say.”

We all put our backs on it. The top moved—and moved more—until the edge of the corner stuck out over the bottom of the crypt. The weight was too heavy on the old concrete, and the corner snapped off, dropping to the ground. The sound was not loud, but it was heavy.

Johnny was next to me, and I whispered, “When were you going to say – say?”

Johnny looked at me and said, “Get the soup bones, and let’s get out of here.”

I leaned over, terrified, having to stick my head and hand into this crypt to pull the bones from a dead person. I had taped a piece of cloth over the head of my flashlight to help keep the light dim. I stuck my head into the crypt. It was dark, even with the light. I saw no markings. My heart sank. I thought they must have tattooed the marking on the back side of the leg. I took hold of the thigh bones. I shook them loose from the knee joint, and they made a snapping sound. I recall thinking. Sorry about this, friend. I was here and never returning. I had to ensure I got the right ones.

I put my hand out of the crypt with bones in hand. No one took the bones from my hand. I shook them. Nothing. I shook it again. Still nothing.

I came out of the crypt mad. I saw Marcus and Johnny’s back to me. The drunk guy was standing with his back to the tree.

The drunk guy said, “I will pass on this, boys.”

I said, “Let’s finish this. Johnny, give your moon buddy a ride home.”

Johnny knew what I was asking. He hit the drunk guy in the jaw. The drunk guy was out like a light. Johnny sat the drunk guy up against the tree. Johnny took off the drunk guy’s shirt and emptied several of the beer cans out, pouring the beer on the ground and some on the sleeping drunk guy. Jonny wiped the beer cans clean to make sure he left no fingerprints. Johnny took empty beer cans and sat them in between the drunk guy’s legs.

Marcus said, “Get me two more bones out of there.”

I had come from the crypt. Without looking, I put my hand in the crypt and pulled out two bones. I was bewildered and handed them to Marcus, who gave them to Johnny, who put them in the hands of the knocked-out drunk guy with empty beer cans sitting between his legs.

I had to ask, “What’s that?”

Marcus said, “A passed-out drummer. I’ve seen Johnny that way more than once.”

We said nothing else and headed out of the cemetery the way we came. We had two screwdrivers and two leg bones of a dead man in our hands. Johnny and Marcus put the screwdrivers down the back of their pants. Neither would touch the bones, which left me stashing them under my shirt.

On the way out, we saw a few late-night drunks hanging on the corner in front of the grocery store. We decided it was good not to return to the rental house together. I took a left, and they took a right.

As I approached the rental house, I saw Johnny and Marcus sitting on the front porch, already drinking a beer, which was an excellent idea.

Both followed me into the house, circling around the kitchen table. They put the screwdrivers on the table, and I sat the two bones from Little John’s legs next to the screwdrivers.

Marcus asked, “Why did you get both?”

I looked at him and asked, “Did you want to return?”

Marcus said nothing but shrugged his shoulders to let me know he agreed.

Now, our plan all along was to drop off our bounty and get out of the house. We washed the screwdrivers, and I put the bones from Little John’s legs in the attic through a small access door we had found on the back porch. Our plan was to set up some alibi. It was after midnight. We headed to The Big Bird Bar to get a drink. They stayed open until 4 am. We did not mention one word to one another about what we had done.

At 3 am, the place was almost empty. We, security, and the bartenders, had been watching a group of guys in their twenties standing together at one of the bar corners. These guys were pounding shot after shot. They got louder and louder. A few of them started pushing one another. The bartender told them to take the rough play outside. They all stumble toward the door. Their group had to help each other walk while all the time telling one another they would kick their butts. Crawling to the intersection, which is across the street, was the courthouse. It started. One would push one, one would fall, and two would help him up, and who would push down the first guy? This dance spread to the entire group of ten. We, the bartenders, and security, watch in amazement. Drunken brawling in the middle of the intersection across the street from the courthouse.

One bartender said, “Only in Key West could you have a drunken fight on the courthouse steps. There is just no telling what might happen in Key West.”

With a slight smile shared between us. We stumbled back to the rental house. We were sleeping by 4:15 am.


Chapter 38
Wakeup Call


At about noon, Marcus woke me, shaking me.

Marcus said, “Jack, you need to wake up. There’s a lady at the front door asking to see you.”

Still not awake, I asked, “What kind of lady.”

Marcus shook me awake and said, “An elderly lady. And she’s not leaving.” I said, “OK. Tell her I’ll be there in a minute.”

I got dressed and headed to meet our uninvited guest. I was briefly shocked.

It was Alexandra, I said, “Good morning, or should I say good afternoon.”

Alexandra responded warningly, ‘You had better say, ‘Please come in. You don’t want our business discussed on the street.’

As she advised, I opened the screen door and invited her into the house.

I said, ‘Please come in and tell us what we owe for this visit.’

She looked at Marcus, who had sat down, and then at Johnny, who was still sleeping on the couch.”.

Alexandra asked, “Where can we speak in privacy.”

I led her to the kitchen table and invited her to sit, and she accepted the chair. Neither spoke as I made a pot of coffee.

I asked Alexandra, “Would you like a cup?”

Alexandra responded, “Yes, thank you. Then you need to sit down. We have a problem, Mr. Rivers.”

I poured her cup and sat at the end of the table. Without speaking, I raised my eyebrows.

She took a newspaper from her purse. She unfolded it. She slid it down in front of me. She began sipping her coffee and, without looking at me, asked, “What in the world do you think you’re doing?”

By this time, Johnny and Marcus had entered the kitchen, poured themselves a cup of coffee, and stood behind me.

I looked down at the Key West Newspaper and flew in shock, almost having an out-of-body experience. I heard a coffee cup hit the kitchen floor. Marcus had dropped his cup of coffee. He, Johnny, and I had all turned pale.

In a full-color picture on the front page, the drunk guy sitting with his drum set up. Bones and all.

Alexandra said, “Now flip the paper over.”

I flipped the paper to the bottom section, and we turned a little paler. From our journey the night before, there was a full-color picture of the broken top of Little John’s crypt. The headline said, “Key West Police Searching for Grave Robbers.”

Before Alexandra spoke, Johnny mumbled, “I’m getting off this island, and I mean right now.”

Alexandra spoke up, “You’re not going anywhere. You two sit down and shut your mouths, or they’ll be more trouble.”

Both sat as instructed. Marcus asked, “Are you going to call the police on us?”

Alexandra looked at him and replied, “I don’t need the police to help me with my family affairs. But I need you to be quiet before I have someone make you quiet.”

Marcus sat down in his chair. Alexandra turned her attention to me and said, “Again, what were you expecting when you did this awful deed?”

I had no choice but to gain my composure and respond, “It was not to happen this way. I promise.”

She replied, “It never does, but it always seems to. But my question is, what will you do about this destruction?”

I said, “I’m sorry. We need not mean to break the crypt; we’ll fix it.”

She stayed stern with me, “I’ve already had the police at my house. They’re asking questions.”

I asked, “What did you tell them?”

Alexandra said, “Nothing yet.”

I took a deep breath and continued, “Do you plan on involving the police?”

Still firm, she said, “I don’t wish to involve the police. I can involve some of my people, which you’ll not like. And I promise you and your two pale friends here will end up as chum off the back of one of my shrimp boats. Do I make myself clear?”

Johnny looked like he was about to get up and run, but Alexandra slapped her hand on the table and said to him, “You sit still?” she looked over at me and asked, “Have you not told these two who I am and what type of man my father was?”

I asked, “How can we make this right?”

She quickly responded, “I want back what you’ve taken, and I want it now.”

She had already scared us out of our wits, and I realized she could make us disappear. If she were anything like her father, this was one lady you did not wish to be on the unpleasant side of. My submissive posture was not working, so I changed my tone.

I said firmly, “We’ll return everything we have in due course, but you realize how I got this information, and your father perceived what I would do when he gave me the information. He’s just as much as I’m to blame.”

She red-faced and said, “Don’t bring my father into this situation. He’s not here to defend himself.”

I replied, “Alexandra, you realize he recognized what he was doing. He was not a stupid man. If you must involve your shrimpers or even the police, then do it, and all will come to light.”

Alexandra seemed to relax a little. She said, “I just want Little John put back in one piece when all this is over. It has plagued my family for almost 100 years. It must end.”

I relaxed my posture to fit hers and even showed a little sympathy.

I said, “I completely understand the turmoil from this curse your family has been bearing all these years. I suspect that’s one reason your father picked me. He hoped I could take this burden off your shoulders.”

Alexandra said calmly, “Perhaps you’re right, Jack, but I want my brother to rest peacefully. What do you suggest?”

I asked, “Give me a few days. I’ll have some plans.”

She stood to leave and turned back toward the kitchen table, where all three of us remained sitting, and said to us, “I will let this play out for a few more days. Then I want all this out of my life. And trust me, gentlemen, I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to make that happen. Do I make myself clear?”

I responded with the utmost sincerity, “I’ll make that happen. I promise.”

She left. We all sat for the next few moments, just staring at the pictures in the newspaper. We wanted to know if they could trace this back to us. After a brief discussion, we decided it was time for Johnny and Marcus to leave the island. I gave them $10K each, and they flew out in the afternoon.

Later that evening, and with great anxiety, I brought the leg bones of Little John to the kitchen table. I paced most of the night, but honestly, little came to mind as to what to do now. I should inform Kassim, but that would be a face-to-face meeting. I would need Katie, which would have to be a face-to-face meeting. Right now, I had to figure out exactly what I had besides the leg bones from a dead man.


Chapter 39
What are the Bones Saying?


Without sleep most of the night, I moved to the front porch with a glass of wine. At first, I was afraid of sleep. Afraid of horrible nightmares I might have from all this going on. I fell asleep. I awoke; my sleep had been refreshing, and it was 10 a.m. There was much to decide today.

I put on rubber gloves and uncovered the bones. I turned the bones around and around, and I noticed scars on the back of one. I walked over to the pharmacy to buy a magnifying glass.

I examined the bones; the magnifying glass helped me find the markings on the back of one of the leg bones, which was not a scar, more like an engraving. The closer I looked, the more I understood it was not in English; therefore, it had to be in Russian. I got my camera and took detailed pictures of the markings. I needed some help reading the Russian markings if that was the language the markings were in. After several hours, my eyes grew tired. I took a walk, ending in front of the Key West Library.

I found some books about Russia that had actual interpretations of Russian and English. In one section of a book, I noticed some markings resembling the ones on the leg bone of Little John. There were letters and numbers of some sort. This got my interest. I wanted to do a little research on the Internet. It might be traceable, nor did I want to check out this book. There could be no tracks left. I copied some markings, the best I could to take back, and compared them to the ones on the leg bone.

My excitement level rose, and I headed back to my house. I reexamined the bones with the magnifying glass and realized I was correct. There were Russian numbers, but something was different about these. The one I copied from the library did not match. The copied numbers match several markings on the leg bone, but they are a touch different. I need help. My first conclusion would be to decide if Alexandra could help me when she visited the next day. Between now and then, I would commit these markings to memory. I spent the rest of the day and night practicing writing the markings down from memory until I could write them down to match the ones on the leg bone of Little John. I was determined to solve this mystery, no matter the cost.

Later in the afternoon, at 3 p.m., there was a knock at the door. It was Alexandra, right on time. I wondered if it would be difficult for her to view these bones. She had never met Little John. I kept the bones covered up, and upon her entering my house, I suggested we sit and talk for a little while in the living room.

I began our conversation, “Again, I’m sorry about the paper getting a hold of this; I never wanted it to be that way.”

She was much more composed than two days earlier, “That’s OK for now. The pictures in the newspaper shocked me.”

I said, “Trust me. This shocked me, too. But it has quieted down. What do you think?”

She said, “I’ve begun planning to repair Little John’s crypt, which should only take a few more days. When can I have my brother’s bones back? I wish to bury him for the last time.”

I smiled. “I understand, and I’m doing all I can to make this happen. I need your help.”

She returned the smile, but it was not genuine, “I’ll help in any way I can to end this process once and for all.”

I asked, “Will you come into the kitchen? But let me warn you: The bones lie on the kitchen table. I want you to prepare yourself.” I wanted to respect Alexandra’s feelings and allow her to prepare for what she was about to see.

I thought Alexandar would be as nervous as I was when handling the bones. I had more to learn about her.

I said nothing but handed her the magnifying glass. Without hesitation, Alexandra picked up the bone. She studied it for about five minutes and then began making some notes on the same paper I had been writing on earlier. Her eyes moved back to mind.

She said, “You’re on the right track. These numbers are old Russian numbers. I’m not sure if I can accurately read them.”

I asked, “What should I do to find their meaning?”

She replied, “That shouldn’t be difficult. You could find a Russian scholar, but they might perceive what is here, too. And that could bring trouble. Or you could go to a bigger library and find some examples.”

I asked her, “Is there anything else you can tell about the writings?”

She answered, “Yes, they are trying to tell a location, perhaps a longitude and latitude, but I’m not 100% sure.

Motar told me we needed to find a location. Kassim mentioned using Katie to get to her father because he owns big ships. I was on the right track.

I told Alexandra, “Well, there’s nothing more for us to do here. I realize you wish to lay your brother’s bones to rest for the last time. If you give me a few more days, I’ll return them to you.”

On the way out of my house, Alexandra made one more statement. “I trust you’ll return my brother’s remains. And I trust you realize what you may have unearthed when you did what you did by opening Little John’s grave. I pray for you and hope you make the right decisions.”

It had been a few days since I had spoken to Kassim or Katie. I had been avoiding their calls.

I called Kassim, “Hello, sir.”

Kassim said happily, “Jack, it’s good to hear your voice and to learn you are alive.”

I responded, “I’m fine but can’t say much here. I’ll contact you again in a week, and we need to meet. Is that, OK?”

Kassim responded, “They’ll be fine, Jack. I’ll wait for your phone call.”

I ended the call by saying, “Please let Katie know all is going well, and I’ll contact her when I can make the call.”

I hung up without waiting for a response. I spent several days studying the markings. Taking more pictures, trying to get more detail. There was no way I could travel around with these bones, and there was no way I would leave a trace of these markings for others to find. I took pictures of the complete set of markings and narrowed the images to each marking. After doing all I could, I made backup copies of the photographs. I sent one disk backup to my home in Memphis. I also wished to make sure that someone else was to dig these bones up. They would find no markings. I took a sharp knife and scraped until I had scrapped away the markings from the leg bone. That was all I could do at this point. It was time for me to leave Key West. I made the flight arrangements to leave in two days.

On the day before leaving, I visited the Old Town Key West grocery store on Fleming Street and bought some flowers. The clerk put them into a tall bag. I placed the leg bones in the bag with the flowers. They fit, and no one could tell the bag held more than flowers.

Arriving at Alexandra’s home in the early afternoon, I found her sitting on her front porch with a glass of iced tea. I sat beside her, laying the flower bag beside my chair.

I said, “I’m leaving in the morning, and again, I’m sorry you lost your father.”

She took a sip of her tea. Her eyes roamed up and down Fleming. She spoke without looking at me.

Alexandra said, “Many evenings, I sat here with my father.”

I smiled, “At least you got to spend some time with him. Mine left when I was young and never came back.”

She looked at me and said, “Jack, I’ve had some dreams about the bones of Little John. They need to be laid to rest for a final time.”

I said, “Yes, I agree, that’s why I’ve returned them.”

She smiled and said, “We must ensure no one else ever retakes this journey.”

I said, “Well, I’ll never disturb them again; if someone does, they’ll not find anything to lead them anywhere.”

She said, “That’s good, Jack. Remember, you have disturbed the bones of the royal bloodline of Russia and the legends. I realize my father led you down this path. You must watch your back as he did for the rest of your life. They will come sooner than you think. Wait here. I will be right back.”

Alexandra was only gone for a few minutes. When she returned, she handed me a hat and said, “This hat is not much good around here. My father told me how this hat saved his life from Russian soldiers. He also said he was wearing it when he had to take the life of an innocent child to save her. Please treat it with the utmost respect.”

Looking at the aged hat, I was overwhelmed, knowing it was Vladimir’s hat from the Russian decades ago.

I accepted the gift and said, “It is an honor to accept this hat, and I will treat it with the respect it has earned. Hopefully, I will not need it, but better safe than sorry.”

I shook her hand goodbye and said, “I truly wish you and your family find peace.”

On the way home, I decided to have some beers. I headed to a bar on Duval where a bartender they called The Uncle worked. I met him a few times, and he was light-hearted, which is what I needed now.

I entered and sat down at his bar. He greeted me, “Hello, Jack. Are you still on the island? It’s a hard place to leave.”

I replied, “Yes, it is, but I’ve got to get back to work and make some money. It’s costly here.

He laughed and said, “You think?”

I was about to continue our conversation when a man bumped into me. I looked up at him from the bar stool. I was awaiting his apology, but he bumped into me again as he leaned over the bar, ordering two shots of vodka straight up. Another not-so-small man joined him. They down their shots, throwing money at the bar for drinks. Just before walking off.

The man who bumped me said, “We’ll be seeing you, Mr. Rivers.”

The bartender asked, “You know those guys.”

I responded, “No, I don’t, but I was just trying to figure out their accent.”

The bartender responded, “They sounded Russian to me.”

After finishing my beer, I paid for my tab and returned to my rental house. I needed to pack. A glass of wine on the front porch sounded relaxing. I sat there, and the two men from the bar walked by on the opposite side of the street. It was time to pack. As I packed, I wondered if they were watching me. It sure seemed like it. I returned to the porch, sitting to sip my wine. I could sense eyes upon me. The best thing to do was to make them realize I was going nowhere fast. I would pack a few things, and then every 30 minutes, I would return to the porch to have a sip of wine. I did these three or four times. Once more, to the porch. Still no sign of the two men.

I decided it was time to leave this place. Once inside, I gathered my belongings and went out the back door, hoping if they were watching, they would only watch the front. The rental house had a small backyard, which led to an alley. I went to Eaton Street and hailed a cab to take me to a hotel on Roosevelt Blvd. This would get me out of Old Town Key West.

As I lay in bed, with a bit of fear from the two men at the bar. I could only guess there was a leak. Some were in the group.

I awoke early and called Kassim.

I greeted him, “Hey, boss. How are you?”

He responded, “I’m fine. What about you?”

I kept up the cheerful attitude, “I’m great.”

He asked.

“Are you still in Key West?

I told him, “Yes, but it is my last day.”

He wanted to ask questions and knew how to do so on the phone without giving away the point of our conversation. He kept the conversation casual, saying, “I hope you enjoyed your vacation, but you still have some work to do.”

I said, “Oh, yeah. I’ve had an impressive time and got some much-needed research done.”

He could read between my lines of conversation. He said, “I look forward to seeing you and returning to trading.”

I laughed, “Yes, it’s expensive here. I’m on a flight leaving at noon today.”

He said, “Well, OK, you travel safely, and when will I meet you again.”

I was ready to end the call but kept up my cheerful tone, “Like I said, my flight leaves at noon, and I’ll come find you. Is that, OK?”

Kassim paused momentarily and said, “OK, fly safe.”

I hung up the phone, went to find an express letter carrier, and sent an overnight note to Kassim that said, “Without question, our phones have ears. We should only speak about the bond market on the phone. I’ll send you another one of these in a few days. Be safe—Jack.”

If the Russians were already on me, covering the tracks of my every move would be vital to the success of this mission and even my life. Kassim heard me say I was flying out today. What if his phone is tapped? There is no room for doubt at this stage of the game. I rented a car and left Key West.


Chapter 40
The Eye of the Storm


Ihad a lengthy ride ahead of me, and the trip out of the Florida Keys would be beautiful, with lots of ocean views. I foresaw a peaceful trip, realizing I could just be in the eye of the hurricane. The traffic out of the Florida Keys flowed smoothly. Stopping at the top of the Keys to top off my tank. Stay hydrated. I loaded up on water. I stretched my back a little. The yoga I practiced would help carry me through this 19-hour drive. I had no aim of stopping anywhere exceptionally long. My situation had become legitimate. One thing is for sure. In Memphis, I would clean my pistol. Go to the shooting range and practice. I would never be without it. My concealed weapons permit covered me in the United States. The laws for carrying overseas could be a different story. I dove hunted in Mexico with my shotgun. Not a big issue. Some paperwork to fill out. With full disclosure of your intentions about the weapons’ use in their country. Flying to Europe would be different. Not forgetting the Grand Cayman Islands and other countries.

As I approached Tampa, I became more paranoid. The men in Key West kept jumping in and out of my thoughts. How could this be, and how was it happening so fast? It would take me twelve more hours to reach Memphis, my backyard. Most of the players were my friends. The layout of the city in my sleep was easy to navigate.

My nerves were on edge, especially with Katie’s persistent calls. I couldn’t risk answering, fearing my location might be traced. I was unsure which side Katie was on, and Hans’s presence only added to my unease. The two men who had found me in Key West were someone Hans would befriend. I knew I was about to face the bull sharks, and they were hungry.

I approached the Tampa exit, and my paranoia took over. I headed over to my friend’s home. How far would I go into this story with him? We had some crazy conversations and off-the-chain adventures in the past—lucky to survive a few. This story might be over the top. One thing for sure is I would have a pistol when I left his place.

It was dinnertime, and the odds favored me that Douglas would be home. He enjoyed cooking and alligator hunting, and his knack for tenderizing wild meat was excellent. I pulled up. Opening my car door, I could smell it. Douglas had his grill fired up in his backyard by his pool.

I moved to the side gate, calling Douglas’s name loud enough for him to hear me. Douglas had a shoot-to-kill if any situation went south quickly and asked questions later. I took no chances.

“Douglas! I can smell the grill,” I called out.

He responded, “Is that you, Jack? Come on in. Fill your belly.”

Douglas is a well-rounded man. We grew up on the streets of Memphis, always dreaming of getting out and knowing there was a better life. Douglas was one of the lucky ones. He was smart. He became a CPA at one of the big financial companies. Douglas ended up buying a gun dealership from one of his retiring clients.

Douglas opened the gate and greeted me, “What brings this pleasure to my backyard? Could you smell my cooking in Memphis? I hope it’s not that bad.”

We shook hands; I laughed, saying, “No, not that bad. I am in from Key West.”

“Key West,” he said with a smile. “Man, we had some fun on that island town. And some close calls. I remember a time in Key West. Oh, going for a day. Fishing and having a few beers. Do you recall her name? I’m not sure.”

I shook my head and said, “Her name escapes me. All for wonderful reasons. She had too many wedding bells floating around in her head. She moved too fast.”

Douglas walked past me, looking over his gate at the six-foot fence. He stood six feet four inches and peered back at me.

Douglas asked, “What troubles follow you, Jack? I read you like a kindergarten book. Something is bothering you. Better practice your poker face more.”

I laughed and said, “It works with most others.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “What’s up with all the cloak and dagger?”

He reached into his cooler for a beer to toss to me. I brought my hand up to stop the pass.

His head tilted sideways, and he said, “Turning down a cold beer. Not everything is right in your world. Have a seat, and let’s talk.”

I sat on one of his lawn chairs. It felt good to stretch out, and I could have dozed off without a problem.

I laid it all out for Douglas. We had a long history, and I needed his help. There were loose ends in my life that were starting to suffocate me. I needed a pistol for my journey back to Memphis for peace of mind.

Douglas’s eyes return to looking at the top of his fence. Douglas asked, “You think they followed you here? I don’t want trouble. If it is coming my way. Tell me.”

I shook my head, “No trouble is coming this way.”

He asked, “Then why the pistol?”

I explained to Douglas I could only go into a bit of detail. There was no time. I needed to get back on the road. No one had followed me, and I had concealed the path to his house. I needed his blind trust. Could he help me out?

Again, I ask, “Can you help me out?”

“Sure.” He replied, “Let’s go into the house.”

We moved to his office, where he opened the closet door, removed a few boxes, and opened another door. Behind that door, his gun safe—six feet tall and four feet wide—rested. It was packed with weapons and, as necessary, a lot of ammo.

My eyes opened wide, and I asked, “Douglas, when do you think the invasion will begin?”

He smiled and said, “Guns are an excellent investment. They may not gain value, but if you take care of them. They will never lose value. Now, what are you thinking?”

My eyes scanned his safe for a second. I said, “Since I have this cloak-and-dagger game going on. I will take the James Bond pistol.”

“Ah,” he said. “Light, compact, and powerful. The Walther PK 380 is a beast in tight spots. Like M said in the Bond movie. It’s like throwing a brick through a plate-glass window. This should do the job if the need arises. So, tell me, Jack, with or without?”

I said, “Without.

Douglas said, “Without the serial numbers? I can do that for you. This is federal, and they do not play. If you use this or it has served its purpose, depose it quickly and correctly. Strip it and drop the parts in different areas of the Mississippi River or whatever water is around you. Saltwater is better.”

I told Douglas, “I appreciate this, brother.”

Douglas said, “Jack, we are lifelong friends, but do not mess this up. Are you still practicing your martial arts?”

I said, “Yes, I am practicing. It gives me peace of mind. I need to get on the road.”

He was not done and said, “I love you brother. Do not make this a push comes to shove.”

He handed me the PK. I checked the chamber and smelled the pistol. It was clean and well cared for, as expected.

He said, “Here are two clips—seven rounds each. If you miss thirteen times, save the last one for yourself. Plus, you should take this ankle hostler. This hostler holds the extra clip. I made it. Cool, isn’t it?”

We parted ways, “Thank you, brother, I got this.”

I laid two thousand dollars on his table for an unregistered pistol with the serial number scrapped off. What could go wrong?


Chapter 41
Big Momma


Ifelt safer having a pistol strapped to my ankle. I hoped I would not have to use it. Optional plays are the best plays. I had to be ready. Trouble is coming my way. It is no longer a question in my mind. The Russians are headed my way. And not the good ones. I was raised to be prepared for anything.

Into Memphis on old Highway 78. My thoughts drifted back. I reflected on my childhood days of traveling this highway with my grandparents. Mamaw and Papaw. I missed those days—a time of clearness with minimal gray areas. We would drive to Birmingham to visit Papaw’s mother, who we called Big Mama. It took me a while as a kid to understand why they called a four-foot-eleven-inch woman Big Mama. Until I saw her light up one time on my Uncle Charlie. The family would sit at the kitchen table. Play the card game Canasta. During World War II, Uncle Charlie, a fighter pilot, stood tall for being in his seventies. A proud man. He would sometimes speak of his time in the war as the night aged during the card game. Uncle Charlie would put on his captain’s hat. He would frequent trips down to his workshop in the basement to use the restroom.

I remember looking over at Big Mama. She watched Uncle Charlie coming back from downstairs.

I ask, “Why does Uncle Charlie go to the restroom downstairs? Is the bathroom in the hall broken? Wouldn’t that be quicker?”

Big Mama glanced at me first, second toward Uncle Charlie, returning to the card table. He missed his chair. On his way down, Uncle Charlie caught hold of the chair, which slowed his fall. He hit the kitchen floor with a hard landing. His breath came out hard as he landed.

At this moment, I found out why they called my great-grandmother Big Mama. She was up and out of her chair at lightning speed. She took hold of Uncle Charlie’s shirt collar. With one hand, she deadlifted him from the floor, and she picked up the fallen chair with the other. She slammed him into his seat in the blink of an eye.

Big Mama growled in a stern voice. One which I had never heard from such a small-bodied person.

“You’re done this evening.” She said to him. She glanced over at me and back to Uncle Charlie. “No more going downstairs to use the restroom. Do I make myself clear?”

With his bloodshot eyes, Uncle Charlie said, “Yes. Ma’am.”

Wow, I remember thinking. Big Mama was strong.

I asked, “How did you do that to Uncle Charlie?”

Big Momma smiled and said, “Never underestimate what could happen unexpectedly. Never underestimate what someone can do or will do. Always be prepared to act. I was young when we made our trip from Alabama to Arkansas in a covered wagon pulled by six mules. My father told me an old saying, When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”

My mantra from this moment forth.


Chapter 42
Homegrown Back-Up


Iwondered if the Russians I left behind in Key West had regained their momentum. Underestimating might cost me my life. What if I got into the wrong taxi? They would own me. Trusting people in this group would not be hedging. I needed an outside party to watch my back.

I had a few hours left before arriving in Memphis. It was still early in some social classes.

I made a call, “Dennis, this Jack.”

Dennis kept things light and said, “I’d know this voice anywhere. What do I owe this pleasure?”

I chuckled, “To the point. I’ve always liked that about you, Dennis.”

Dennis’s voice got serious, “Then let’s do just that, Jack. How can I help you?”

I said, “I need backup. Security needs to be clean to the bone. There will be lots of high-profile travel, nice restaurants, and businesspeople. They must fit in and look like they belong. Can you help me?”

Dennis said, “Kevin is here. Let me put you on the speaker phone. Give us the rundown.”

Kevin might work. I had met him a few times. He is a no-nonsense guy.

I greeted Kevin, “Kevin. How are the kids?”

Kevin said, “They are fine, Jack. Thank you for asking.”

I said, “To the point. We are not guaranteed we will not end up like some of our friends in the alley. I do not need anyone killed, nor do I wish to get killed or anyone around me.”

Kevin responded lightly, “Jack, I do not intend to get killed or make a kill. But if push comes to shove, I can handle myself.”

I said, “We are talking about high-profile, fancy restaurants and lots of exposure to knowing how to handle yourself among these people. Some pleasant, and some not.”

Kevin said, “You are profiling me, Jack. Never judge a book by its cover. I’m sure you have heard that one. Because I live in the hood in Memphis, it is a mistake on your part. My resume, Jack? Thirteen years of Navy Seals. Many tours. A degree in engineering and a minor in philosophy. License to carry a concealed weapon. And Jack, I enjoy fine dining.”

I apologized to Kevin, “You’re right, Kevin. I profiled you. That will never happen again. Let’s do this, and I need you right away. When can you come? Keep in mind that part of this is a suit-and-tie business. Do you have clothes?”

Dennis took over the conversation, “Okay, give us a few days. I’ll take him shopping, and you can wire me money, Jack. I’ll leave the cost up to you for now. And one last thing. If Kevin gets killed. No matter whether you find what you’re searching for or not. Kevin’s family gets one hundred thousand dollars. I want you to set up a payable upon-death bank account with Kevin’s kids as the beneficiaries. Are we on the same page, Jack?”

Without hesitation, I replied, “I will contact you in a few days when I get settled back in, and we can go from there.”

I hung up without waiting for a response. I had made a contract between us.


Chapter 43
Checking the Trades


Approaching my home on East Parkway South, I decided not to stop. I wanted to make a drive-by within the fast-flowing traffic. My thoughts were no longer driven by paranoia; reality became clearer. I would underestimate nothing. I would be the calm one. I would become a hunter.

I noticed no signs of the house being observed. It would take a lot of work to view my East Parkway home. This street had six lanes with no parking, making it difficult to stake out my house.

I was off to my office after a quick glance at my home. The office sounded like a safe place to land. The bond traders worked in the markets all over the world. Most times, the traders looked as if they had driven seventeen hours. Many of us would camp out at the office if we were in the middle of a big trade. It is essential to see the markets from a global perspective. Modern technology has changed our approach to watching the markets.

The office was in a time lock, and nothing seemed to change. It created a comfort zone where your actions in the markets were all that mattered. There were no distractions. No one here cared what type of car you drove or if your Rolex was genuine. Just trade and make money.

Walking past the trading desk to my desk, I glanced over at Bill, who gave me a brief look at the top of his reading classes.

My chair felt at home. I picked up a stack of phone messages. Katie, Katie, Katie. Tossed those into the trash. She could wait. A trade confirmation for Kassim. He called Bill to make a trade. Kassim made another spread trade on the four and seven-year United States Treasury Notes. He took a long position on the seven-year treasury notes. The interest rates would move down in his mind, increasing the notes’ price and net profit. I studied trade confirmations.

Kassim’s strategic move was clear in his purchase of $100 million of the seven-year Treasury note with a yield of 7.25 percent, a lucrative yield on his money. He sold 50 million of the four-year Treasury notes to hedge his position, giving himself a slight edge if the seven-year note moved against him. This strategic thinking kept me engaged in the trade.

I should review each trade confirmation. Bill marked the gross commission to $150 thousand. The house kept $37.5 thousand. They credited the balance to me with a note saying my commissions were wired to my bank account. I looked up, and Bill watched me review the trade confirmation. I gave him a slight nod of approval, and his eyes turned back toward his trading screens.

We were all making the right amount off this account I brought to the company. But if I got sloppy and took this account for granted, I might be like the last broker. Replaced!

My attention turned to my trading screen. I meticulously checked the timestamps on my confirmation of the trade ticket, ensuring every detail was in place. I put up a tick chart showing every trade made on each treasury note that Kassim had traded. Punching in a high-low time boxed my trade stamps for 5 minutes. Everything looked fine. I took the box to 1 minute on each side of my confirmed trade times. The trader must timestamp the Buy/Sell ticket when he executes the trade. I checked to see if my trader held his buy for a few seconds, sometimes minutes. Then release the price to me. That is how the game plays out. I would accept a one-thirty-second or two markups on some accounts from the trading desk.

It satisfied me that Bill had given Kassim a good deal. My customers traded from the same screen, and the market prices were always in view. Considering the relationship with Kassim, he would only say something if we marked their buys and sells up too much and got greedy. This was my account, and I was confident I would make the lion’s share.

I heard Asa’s old, familiar, loud, starched voice as he walked through the trading room each morning.

His standard greeting was, “Good morning, all. It seems like a splendid day to make some money.” It reminded me of Mel Fisher’s saying, “Today is the day.”

Asa spotted me. As our eyes met, I looked down at the computer screen. It was at seven a.m. As my eyes returned to him, he said, “I built this company from the sweat of my brow. Meet me in my office in 15 minutes.”

In Asa’s office, I recognized nothing different. I took my usual chair.

Asa started the conversation, “Good. You look healthy with a nice tan. I’m thrilled not to know or be a part of whatever your side deal is with your clients.”

Without responding to his comment, I said, “The commission split was more than fair. You only took 25 percent. Why? You take 40 percent on average.”

Asa reached for his cigar. Just rolling around in his fingers.

Asa said, “I will pay you more to keep you motivated. Your business can help me grow my company. Consider profit sharing.”

Asa waited for a response, to which I did not respond.

He said, “The last billion bonds you brought in are getting harder to place. I was working with ten companies, spreading out the whole two billion. One hundred million here. One hundred there. Then, some companies get overstretched. I must find another one to lay the trades off on. This is what I do. I do it well. Anything can dry up. I am nervous. An old emotion not felt in a long time. I’m trying to help you.”

Asa stopped looking for a response. I would give none. He was brilliant and could pull information from you without your knowledge, so I remained tight-lipped.

He continued, “I got a phone call from D.W.C.T.H. You are hitting the right buttons somewhere. Their repo trading desk said we could have whatever limits we needed. The only catch was that they said it was for your primary customer only. What are your thoughts?”

I reflected momentarily before answering, “Well, there is good and bad in the new credit line. The good thing is we can keep growing without fearing getting cut off. The sad thing is if we put all our eggs in one basket. They will know all our business. What scares me the most is if we get in too deep, they might end up owning us. We will give them some business. Keep them wondering what we are doing. Make them assume we don’t need them. Can you do that?”

Asa leaned back in the chair. He took a long pull from his cigar and blew the smoke toward the ceiling fan. We both examined his cigar smoke as it disappeared.

Asa said, “We are on the same page, Jack. If we handle this the wrong way. We both might work for them. And I’m not interested in losing my company to those people. I don’t trust them, but we need them. I’ve seen this approach before when an enormous company tries to eat the small ones. In fact, I’m using the same strategy at one of the smaller companies now. Your business placed $125 million at the Sink Brothers. And the goal is to get them leaking enough that I can step and buy their company.”

I always paused for a moment before answering Asa. I rethought his words. His conversations evolved. Asa was a tried-and-true strategist in the business world.

I asked, “How does that work? And can it hurt me?”

Again, Asa blew his smoke into the ceiling fan before responding, saying, “Simple. Sink Brothers is making money off us. I get them counting on the cash flow from us. At the right time, I will pull our business. It will not hurt your business with the high credit lines at D.W. C.T.H. Then I can move the Sink business over to D.W.C.T.H. They will scramble to replace our business, and hopefully, they will not have enough time. Then I step in and buy them. And move some of your business back over with me in control. You are all set. Keep in mind, a lot is at stake here.”

“Okay,” I responded. “No surprises. I don’t wish to wake up one morning and find all the credit lines dried up. Well, it looks as if we are on the same page. If we are finished here, I’ll be in touch.”

Asa blew his smoke above my head and said, “We watch your back. There is more going on with this account than I can understand now. I don’t wish to wake up with the Feds at my door one morning. Keep it clean. Don’t get greedy.”

I smiled, stood, and left his office. I returned to my desk to pick up some notes at the trading desk. I stopped to speak with Bill.

I said, “Bill, I appreciate part of your job is to operate a profit center. I’m okay with that. Do us all a favor. Please don’t get greedy. Never assume I’m asleep at the wheel.”

Bill was fast to answer and could be harsh. He was not used to people telling him how to do his job, and I expect he recognized I had control of the most significant purse strings.

He looked up from his trading screens and said, “I judge we are on the same page.”


Chapter 44
Back Home


As I left the office, my mind was a whirlwind of thoughts. The office meeting replayed in my head, but my thoughts kept circling back to Katie. Could she be trusted? My gut instinct said yes, to a certain extent. It was Katie who had arranged the high credit line for me. But why? Did Kassim trust me more than her? The weight of keeping his trust was a heavy burden on my mind.

My house felt safe. A sound alarm system watched all the doors and windows. I needed a long-running battery backup system for my alarm just in case the bad guys came to visit and cut my power. Be ready — no holes in my protection. I missed my rottweiler, Parkway. He was a loving dog, and we loved one another. Maybe hook up an electronic sound to the alarm of a dog barking. I’m not sure if they would fall for this tactic. It would be another layer in my alarm system.

Along with these safety measures, my guns were stashed throughout the house. I would be fine. One thing I would discuss with an electrician would be to have one button to turn all my security lights. Light up my entire property inside and out with one button. Those seeking my knowledge would stop at nothing to find me. The Russians would do anything to exact information from me. The dark would give me an edge. I knew the layout of my house better than anyone. What if they had night-seeing goggles, as I did under my bed? Blind them for a moment with the bright lights. I needed to get the edge and keep it. There was a storm coming.

I needed to eat and rest until it was dark. I pulled steak from the freezer to grill on the gas grill outside my back door. I scanned my backyard for change, looking at the grass and scrubs. Nothing seemed out of place. I caught myself. Staying relaxed to keep my head clear is necessary to survive this head game. I would have to trust myself.

Trading in the bond markets is a high-pressure game. Overthinking a trade could mean losing money. For me, the fine line between thinking and knowing was all about controlling all your feelings. What was my gut telling me? It was this gut feeling that I had to rely on, especially in times of uncertainty and pressure.

I would apply my trading method of sanity to this treasure hunt. My gut would have to lead me. I took a few deep breaths, relaxing more with each breath until I felt calm. I listened to my gut. All appeared safe.

I planned to finish cooking my steak, watch old black-and-white movies, and read my mail. I would also walk around my yard to do yard work, call, and check on my mother, and take short naps between each layer of the day. By dark, my goal seemed accomplished. I was calm, and my head was clear.


Chapter 45
To the Streets


Downtown Memphis on Beale Street started hopping at 10 p.m. I felt a little impatient. I was ready to move forward with my plan and set up some backup allies. They would be loyal, and some cash would increase their loyalty. I made myself wait until around 9:30 p.m. before leaving the house.

On my way out the door, I strapped Doug’s pistol to my ankle. It was lightweight, comfortable, and secure.

On my drive down Union Street, part two of my plan came to mind. Find someone to trust enough to tell what the letters meant from the leg bone of the child. I stopped myself from going too deep into that plan. No distractions of thinking too far ahead.

Beale Street is closed to cars at night. Memphis is a pleasant town, but like most other cities, there are dangerous areas, even with a gun strapped on. These guys would take your gun from you and whip you with it.

I arrived a little earlier, ahead of the late-night crowd, so I had a better chance of finding the right parking spot. It was only a block off Beale Street in a well-lit parking lot. Most notably, they lit the one-block walk to Beale Street.

When I was about to get out of my car, I left the pistol behind. Most of the bars are posted on the front door. Weapons of any kind are not allowed. A big guy at the front door used a metal scanner. You could only beat the scanner if you went all plastics with your guns.


Chapter 46
Club 1016


Istrolled up to a club owned by two old friends. The line was forming. Instead of walking around the back and entering through the kitchen as I would sometimes do if the line at the front was long. I opted to stand in the ten-minute line, having some time to let pass. Danny was running the metal scanner when it was my turn to be scanned. Danny was short. Five foot eight inches on a tall day. Danny was not a bodybuilder and had a medium size beer belly. Looks can be deceiving. He was the club enforcer.

He lived by the house rules. He once told me that, with some bars, he would run to the front door, which reminded him of the Wild West. They had rules. So, set them and follow them. He was not to be tested.

I recalled two well-trained military guys at the bar ten years ago. Navy Seals were drinking hard, recently completing their training. They were young guys in their twenties, full of themselves. They wanted to test their new skills. They started arguing with some other guys across from them at the circular bar. It seemed harmless at first, but things started looking real when one of the military guys began making his way around the bar. Danny was behind them.

Danny walked up to the bar, telling the bartender to give him a glass of ice water. Approaching from behind, the military guy was walking through the crowd. Danny dumped the ice water on the military guy’s shaved head. A loud and clear wake-up call. The military guys turned fast. He hesitated for a split second when his eyes met with Danny’s. That is something else Danny had taught me. Never hesitate.

At that moment, the military guy spun around to face Danny. Danny used the palm of his hand, hitting the guy in the forehead. It was a hard enough strike to push his head back. He grasped this guy by his shirt collar, yanking him close to his face. Danny said something in his ear, remembering the guy had a partner with him. Danny turned to face him as he approached. Danny pointed his finger between the approaching guy’s eyes and spoke. “Stop right now. Or I will shoot you where you stand.”

The guy realized the truth in Danny’s eyes. He stopped getting cold in his tracks.

Danny still had the other guys by his collar. He gripped the other guy by his arm. He pulled them not so lightly through the bar crowd through a door that led to another part of the bar, which had an all-night restaurant.

Danny said, “We feed them liquor until they are drunk and broke. We give the crowd a 10% discount card to go next door for a late-night breakfast. Everyone wins.”

That is exactly what Danny did: take the two military guys next door to the restaurant. I threw them in a booth. Gave them the discount card. Danny said. “Eat!”

They followed orders.

I approached Danny at the door; he acknowledged me. “Well. Well. It’s Jack Rivers. I like your tan.”

I responded, “Key West.”

“Good for you,” he said, asking. “Where is your pistol, Jack?”

I told him, “In my car with one in the chamber.”

Danny smiled, putting his hand on my back to guide me toward the front door. He never ran the metal detector on me. As I move past him. I ask.

“Are the bosses in tonight?”

“One is the other comes in at one am,” he said, “Mark is upstairs. I’m sure he will be happy to see you.”

I smiled, continuing inside. A beer might be good right now. This club had two bars on the first floor, offices on the second, and a VIP area on the third floor. They partied hard and well into the morning hours up there.

One thing to count on is that Mark and Will hired pretty bartenders. I saw D Sue at the back bar. We were old friends, and she had dated one of my musician friends for a long time.

D. Sue watched me approach. As I came with a smile, she set a beer on the bar and said, “Hello, stranger. How’s it been?”

She gave me a slight hug across the bars.

I said, “Fair to cloudy on most days. But when the sun shines. It shines.”

Laughing, D Sue asks. “So, tell me, Mr. Jack Rivers. Is your sun shining today? Or is that a caution flag following you around.”

I laughed back, saying. “You see me, well, friend.”

As she returned to work, her eyes led me to the other end of the bar. Dennis, AKA the Bounty Man. Nickname is so because he gets the job done without questions. Need someone to find someone? Money collected? Well, this is the guy who stepped up. Along with his staff, as he called them. You did not want this guy to show up at your front door.

We had grown comfortable around one another. A while back, we met in Overton Square in Midtown, Memphis. This guy was a real gangster, but he did not advertise it.

He lifted his drink to give me a little toast, and I started moving through the crowd to pay my respects to him.

Navigating the crowd. I recalled how I had helped Dennis. Payback might be excellent at this point. Dennis realized I was a financial guy. He had grown up hard and fast on the south side of Memphis. His dad had left him, his mother, and a little brother at an early age. He learned to put food on the table, no matter the cost.

We would run into one another from time to time around town, and one day, he confided to me.

Dennis said, “I’ve got a little brother. I don’t want him to walk my path. I need some advice. Where can I invest money to help him be an illegitimate businessperson?”

I remember asking him, “How much money do you have?”

He answered my question without hesitation, “In cash. North of a half million.”

I was very upfront with Dennis. “Yeah, but that is street money. It is not traceable. That money has never been reported to the IRS. So, step one is to clean it somehow. Paying taxes on it will do that.

“Keep going,” Dennis responded.

“Well, it may take you a year to get it cleaned. But it can be done, and you need to open some business. This way, you can report income and pay taxes on it. Once you have that system in place. You can invest in your brother. This way, his money will have come from a traceable source. You like cars, right?”

Dennis smiled big. Two of his gold teeth were visible. “You know I do, brother. I have five cars. “

I said, “Okay, here’s what you do: Set up a company. Get a tax number. I can introduce you to a lawyer. Keep it in mind. All involved will know what you are doing, so don’t get greedy. Pay their extra fees. After a year, you will stop. And don’t scare anyone.”

“I’m scary, Jack?” Dennis replied. “You seem to have nerves of steel.”

I replied, “Thanks for the confidence. I must even dial it back from time to time. Just part of learning to play the game.”

Dennis pushed the conversation forward, “Okay, Jack. Lay it out.”

I continued, “With cars being your love. Open the car wash.

“A car wash?” Dennis interrupted me.

“Hear me out. Learn to listen when the business talk is going on. This is what I do. I make good money from it. Stay calm. Okay?”

Dennis learned fast; He gestured for me to continue with a wave of his hand.

I said, “Set up the company. Set up a car wash in your front yard. Charging $25 for a regular wash and $75 for a detailed job sounds far. Keep reports showing your customers paid cash. Write it down. Make up first names. Do this daily so it does not look like you did it all at once in a hurry if the tax man comes knocking. Start with two or 3 cars a day. Then, in a month or so. Jump to 10 to 15 cars a day. After a few months, they show some profit. Take that profit and rent a building to set up your car wash business. You must create a believable paper trail. Get a city license. Move to 30 cars a day in 4 to 6 months. At an average of $50 a car, you are cleaning $1500 a day. Report and pay your sales tax monthly. Open a business banking account. Hire an accountant to do this for you. What you are doing is making yourself visible. Then it is six months, and we can talk about investing in a business for your brother.”

Dennis pondered my suggestion for about a minute and said, “You are a smart guy, Jack. I’ll take your advice. You come by from time to time for a free car wash.”

I went for a free car wash one day, and Dennis said, “Okay, Jack. Let’s put Plan B into motion. I’ve done all you have suggested. Even the local politicians come by for a car wash. Some get them free.”

“That’s smart,” I replied. “I’ve been thinking about Plan B myself. I handed him a Forbes magazine. Read this article. It is about the dry-cleaning business. It said they relate one in five millionaires to this business.

“Dry cleaning,” Dennis said. “Well, I like my clothes to look nice. And you have been on point.”

Long story short. Dennis and his brother own five dry cleaners in Memphis.


Chapter 47
Friend or Foe


Ireached Dennis. We shook hands, and he said, “We are tight, Jack. I have Kevin ready to join you, but another opportunity has come into play concerning you and whatever you have gotten yourself into. And they are heavy hitters. It’s a light contract. So, ease up a little. The Russians want to talk to you. Do not worry. I’ll be there. They gave me ten thousand cash for this meeting. Easy money. You feel me.”

My eyes widened, looking like a spotted lighted deer as I lowered my head and got control of my emotions. No more playtime.

“Dennis, trust me. They’ll kill all of us. They will leave no tracks. In this game, all the players bet their lives. They have unlimited resources. I mean Russian government backing. Spies. Killers. Authentic. All military are trained from birth to do one thing. Kill.”

Looking across the crowded dance floor. Dennis whispered but with an unyielding voice. “Jack, my friend. I’m authentic around here. Now, you go on up and say hello to Mark. In thirty to forty-five minutes, you come back down the steps. One of my guys will meet you at the bottom of the steps. You quietly walk outside with him. You got all that straight. Don’t freak out on me, Jack.”

I laughed, “Don’t freak out. I’m not going into the slaughterhouse. You can bet on that, Dennis.”

Dennis did not respond to that statement and asked, “Shake your head to tell me if you have your pistol on you.”

After seeing my answer, Dennis shoved something into my back pocket. Telling me, “Six in the clip. One in the chamber. 380 with hollow points. Now, under no circumstances are you to make the first move when we meet these spies of yours. You follow my lead to the end. Are we on the same page? You visit your friend, Mark.”

I made a quick detour into the bathroom. I went into a stall, making sure the lock worked. I pulled the pistol from my back pocket. First, I pulled the slide back. It was clean. I opened the chamber and removed the bullet. I looked inside. The firing pin was in place. I examined the chamber and the rounds in the clip. All seemed fine. I headed up the steps to the office.

Climbing the steps to the office, I looked into the camera. If they liked you or you brought them money, you were buzzed in through the first door. A heavy steel-framed metal door added another layer of defense—it was bombproof.

You had to close the first door for a green light to come on — a small one up in the corner of this little entrance room. Mark’s crew pushed another button if they wanted you into the money cave, as they nicknamed it.

The door opened a third of the way into the middle of this rectangular room. A good thirty feet wide and twice as long and a cool-looking room. These guys worked many long days at a time. Usually, one would work a week straight while the other took a vacation. They had been rotating like this for the twenty years I had known them. This room had it all, including a living room section. Full bathroom setup. Small kitchen area. On the far end of the room, which took up about a third of the total space as the office area. There sat an old, big, massive desk. In front of the business desk stood a card table. Gambling lived in their blood, and they gambled. High stakes. In most cases, they would cover any size bet.

“Jack Rivers. I love gambling. Sit down and get in the game,” Came from Mark without looking up from his cards at me. “Where have you been this time, Hollywood? Still chasing the Middle Eastern money?”

I did not reply and took a seat at the card table. Two other guys were at the table, one I recognized and one I did not. One was WJ, a retired road manager for some big rock bands.

The other, I’d never seen, looked over at me to ask. “Are you in or out?”

Without speaking, I threw five hundred on the table. Fifty dollars chips.

The guy I did not recognize continued to push my buttons a little.

He said, “Plan on not staying long, or are you that good?”

I looked at him, dead in the eye, and responded, “Both.”

“Time will tell,” he replied.

Moving forward with his words in the conversation. I told him, “Yes, time is a factor. I will play for thirty minutes and walk away as the winner or loser.”

Mark introduced the stranger, “Jack, this is Jackie. He is from New York. You get it. And Jackie, this is Jack Rivers. He is family.”

WJ wanted to play cards. He shuffled and dealt. Mark had a soft voice for such a big man.

Waiting until we made eye contact, I asked him, “How much do you weigh? Your health is a little scary looking.”

Shaking his head with sorrow. He replied to me. “About six months ago, I visited a doctor. I’ve cut my cigars in half. But don’t feel that much better.”

“No more cigars is a good thing. But stop eating this greasy bar food.” I said to Mark.

Mark replied, “Ha, that’s what the doctor said, too.”

WJ asks, “Am I the only one playing cards here?”

I had a pair of deuces to open. WJ dealt more cards around the table. We placed more bets. And I lost with three deuces to a queen-high straight. My mind was not in the game, and Mark read me well.

Mark said, “Jack, your head is not here. I’ve been thinking about this and want to know what dirty laundry you brought home. You and Bounty Man had some serious words at the bar.”

I laughed and asked, “Are you a lip reader?”

Mark said, “Good bartenders should learn a little lip reading. He shoved something in your back pocket. We have better remote-controlled cameras now. You have a pistol on you, Jack?”

I replied, “You should know. You have a metal detector built into that little room over there.”

With this said, I stood to leave. “Sorry. I have a lot going on right now. I would love to sit here to take your money. I’ll be seeing you.”

Mark said, “Jack. There seems to be some serious stuff going down. I can sense it. And I don’t want any trouble at my club. But if you end up on the run. One of us will be here until six in the morning.”

I smiled, “Thanks. Mark.”

Mark would be dead in six months. His body weight overpowered his heart.

I took a deep breath. Patted the pistol Dennis had given me. And headed down the stairs.

I noticed Dennis’ man at the bottom of the steps. I made my way down the steps; I did not study the room much — no reason. What would happen was already in motion? I caught D Sue’s eye at the bar. She gave me a thumbs up. I was the last to experience many things this evening.

I was stepping off the last step when Dennis’s man greeted me, gave me a brief glimpse, and said, “Follow me and stay close.”

This may be a good sign since he is not walking behind me. We made our way through the packed dance floor toward the front door. A little tension set in to get to the end of this so-called meeting. Soon, my fate is to be revealed.

Danny winked at me as we exited the club, saying, “Take it easy, Jack. We are here if needed.”

Paranoid. At this point. Yes, I was. We turned left, leaving the club. There was another left about thirty feet down the sidewalk, which led to a long alleyway stretching the length of the club. At the end of this alleyway was another alley the trash trucks would use to collect the debris from the club. The first thing I noticed was a giant dumpster at the end. The same place it has been for years. Nothing in the alley looked as if it had changed for this meeting.

The alley was dark. There was a small light from the streetlights behind us, one old light hanging at the top of the building midway down, and that was it. Shadows danced everywhere. The building was four stories high, and most of the light was hidden because of its height.

Dennis’ man stayed before me until halfway down the alley, where Dennis stood alone. He nodded, and the man leading me stepped out in front of me and over to the side of the building on the right. My escort found a spot in the shadows under the high lamp above. He recognized this alley well, too.

As I approached Dennis, he put his hand up to stop me about ten feet from him. He turned toward the end of the alley and whispered to keep any echo from being discovered.

He said, “Okay, let the meeting begin.”

Out stepped the two Russians from Key West.

Dennis continued to lead the conversation, “Well, gentlemen. Here he is, as promised. What now?”

The shorter of the two Russians standing on the left spoke in perfect English, which was no surprise.

He said, “Mr. Rivers. We are simple men. We only want the location. Give us that, and this meeting will be over.”

I looked at Dennis to see if he would respond or if I should. He gave me an okay nod.

I ask, “How much?”

The shorter Russian answered me, “How much do you want?”

Dennis jumped in and said, “Come on, guys. Let’s cut to the chase. This is taking too long. The police patrol this area.”

I interrupted the shorter Russian as he was about to speak, “I don’t have the exact location with me. And I’d have to speak with my boss to ask him the selling price.”

As the shorter Russian was about to speak, the taller Russian put his hand on his partner’s arm to silence him.

He said, “That’s understandable. We all work for someone. The deal is for you to come with us. Once we agree on a price, we can call your boss from our place to negotiate the terms. You can go back to trading your bonds. And all will be well.”

I said, “I’m not going anywhere with you two. Nice try. We’ll do this our way, or you can take the highway. My people are overseas. I can make the phone call.”

The shorter Russian looked at Dennis and said, “Okay, Bounty Man, you have earned your money. You can go.”

Thinking that was not an intelligent move, ordering Dennis around.

Dennis replied, “I set up the meeting. That was the deal. And never dismiss me in my alley. I cut my teeth here.”

The shorter Russian continued, “I will reach into my pocket. I will not pull my gun. I wish to show you some money. Is that okay?”

From the corner of my eye, Dennis’ associate, standing in the shadows, slipped down the wall until he was positioned to the side of the Russians. The larger Russian also noticed this and turned his body at a 45-degree angle toward him.

“That’s fine but move slowly. Everyone is getting a little on edge here. Let’s keep this a money game.” Dennis said.

The Russian followed Dennis’s advice. He reached into his right-side coat pocket, pulling out a stack of bills. It looked thick. Once the pile of money had cleared the Russian’s pocket, he tossed it at Dennis’ feet and said, “That’s fifty thousand dollars. You leave now. And we complete our business.”

Dennis said, “First, if I accept your offer, you will pick up that money and hand it to me.”

Dennis told me without moving his eyes from the Russians, “Jack, your real estate is going up in price. That’s a lot of money. What do you think I should do?”

“I’ll match that offer,” I told him. “And even go one better. One million dollars when and if this task I have at hand is completed.”

Dennis said, “Let me think. I get fifty thousand guaranteed, plus the possibility of a million dollars. Do I understand this correctly?”

As I was about to speak, the shorter Russian said, “We can match any offer he makes, not based on some wild goose chase.”

“This does not seem like a pipe dream to me as much as it did thirty minutes ago,” Dennis said and continued. “I mean, look at us. Is this real, Jack?”

I just looked over at Dennis, who glanced at me before returning his eyes to the Russians. Dennis continued, “Well, here’s my offer,” he was speaking to the Russians. “I’ll accept your fifty thousand as a deposit. When you get the million in cash, contact me, and we’ll have another meeting about taking Jack with you. That sounds like a fair deal to me. What’s your answer to my terms?”

The tall Russian grew impatient. He shuffled his feet, looking as if trying to position himself to cover all the angles of approach.

I was thinking along his lines, visualizing where the pistol was in my pocket. How fast could I draw it, and in which direction should I move if all this came down to guns being drawn? It got tense. Adrenaline flowed from all of us, and its taste filled the air.

The shorter Russian said, “I’m sorry, my friend, but we have our orders. And they are not to leave without this man. Please take the money and go. That is our last offer.”

Dennis replied, “I’m not used to orders. You can ask my mom, and she will tell you I’ve never responded well to them. This meeting is over.”

The taller Russian stepped back as his hand reached inside his coat. From nowhere and before, the soft echo of Dennis’ voice disappeared down the alley. Two shots were fired from pistols using silencers. The percussion from the bullets bounced softly off the alley walls. The Russians dropped straight down to the ground. The blood was coming from their forward heads — two clean backs of the headshots. My skin turned pale with a cold sweat, churning my stomach a little. Only for a split second were the outlines of the two men who had dropped the Russians seen. They vanished as they had come into sight.

Dennis looked at his man, who was up against the wall. He said, “Pick that money up.”

“You better toughen up, Jack,” Dennis told me. “This is far from over. Now let’s get out of here.”

I was following Dennis back out of the alley toward Beale Street. I said, “They’ll send more. And what about the bodies?”

“Jack, we have more bullets, and rats have to eat,” Dennis replied.

When we reached the end of the alley. Dennis turned and said, “The deal, Jack, is this. You bring me another fifty thousand soon. My man here will go home with you to watch your back until I get Kevin over there. It will not be long. We can talk in a few days. I have had enough excitement for one evening. Make sure to give my pistol to my man once Kevin arrives.”

We all split up. It was a shocker. Two guys had had the backs of their heads blown off one block from where hundreds of people were partying.

Dennis’s man followed me to my car.

The ride to my house was short and silent — no need to waste breath. My mind was still racing from what I had seen. We sat in the driveway for about 45 minutes until Kevin arrived. Not speaking a word.

We entered my house. I went upstairs with Kevin in tow. At the top of the steps, I pointed to the bedroom on the right, saying, “You can use that room. There’s a bathroom there. I am going to bed. I get up early.”

When I woke and opened my bedroom door, I saw some blankets outside my bedroom door. I saw what looked like the barrel of a small pistol sticking out from under the pillow. Thinking, well, Kevin sleeps to sound to catch someone if they sneaked in the house. I may be in trouble. Approaching the bed of blankets on the floor for a closer look. I leaned over to get a better view of my sleeping guard; I heard the noise of feet shuffling behind me. I spun, thinking someone else was in the house. It was Kevin looking me dead in the eyes. Great thinking, he had set up a decoy. Safety ran through my body. My guard had done this before.

It was time for me to check in with Kassim and Katie. What would I tell them? There had been no contact for days. Would they worry about me or the secret I held in my head?

I said, “Kevin, I’m leaving in 30 minutes. I’m assuming you’ll be going with me. Will you be ready?”

“I try to stay ready,” Kevin said.

After seeing the decoy, trust was no longer a question.


Chapter 48
Checking In


In the office parking lot, I handed Kevin my car keys. “Here you go. I’m not sure how long I’ll be.”

Without speaking, Kevin returned the keys to the ignition and turned the radio on. Put his seat back. Closed his eyes, he did not speak.

My office was the same, which was a good sign. Bill, our head trader, was at his post-drinking coffee. As usual, he did not speak. His head guided me toward my desk, where there was paperwork and messages.

At my desk, I first looked to see if Kassim had made any trades, which he had. There were two notes: one to call Kassim and the other to Katie. Who should I call first?

I rang Kassim, “Mr. Kassim. How are you, sir?”

With his normal faint voice, he replied. “Well, Mr. Rivers. Good to receive your voice. Where are we on all this?”

I replied with mixed answers, “All looks good on your trades. Sorry, I’ve been a little out of touch. Things are getting more real. Some parts have gone south.”

Kassim was smart and noticed what I said: “We told you this was real. You had some doubts, but not anymore. Am I right, Jack?”

“You are, sir,” I said and continued, “almost too real as a matter of fact.”

“Tell me your plans, Jack,” Kassim asks.

“Well.” I paused for a moment. “I’ve got to keep moving forward with this project. Today, I’ll research where I need to go to find some answers. Odds are back across the big pond.”

There was a pause as I waited for Kassim to reply, which he did, “Do I need to make another trade for your travel expenses?”

I told Kassim, “I can always use some commission, but don’t force trades. Keep all normal. There’s no telling who might be watching. And trust me, they are on top of their game.”

Another pause and a question from Kassim, “Am I safe, Jack?”

I answered, “I’m not sure, Mr. Kassim. They visited me last night. It was not a pretty ending for them. And to underestimate this group could be fatal.”

Kassim took a deep breath and let it out before saying to me, “This makes me a little nervous, Jack. Think I’ll take my family and go home.”

Kassim is safer in Pakistan.

I said, “Yes, Pakistan, this is a clever idea. Better safe than sorry, as the old saying goes.”

Kassim continued, “You do your research, and if I need a trade done. I’ll call Bill. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes. Stay on top of this trading,” I told Kassim. If Bill catches you asleep at the wheel, he will stick it to you. You can trust him, but he has to identify that you are observing the trade confirmations.”

Kassim chuckled, “I understand you loud and clear, Jack.”

In closing, ready to finish this conversation, I said, “Okay. I’ll talk to you in a few days. When you get home, stay safe.”

Then I hung up the phone. The next phone call might be less mellow.

I made the call, “This is Jack Rivers. May I speak with Katie? Oh, sorry, I meant Katheryn.”

The lady’s voice was soft but stern, “Yes. Mr. Rivers. I’ll put you straight through. She has been expecting your call.”

“Well, partner.” Came from the phone. “It has been a few days.” Katie’s voice tightened up. “I don’t enjoy being out of the loop this long. It makes me feel untrustworthy. Are you in Memphis? At your office?”

I looked around the room. Does Katie have my location? How could I shake everyone?

I responded, “Yes, I’m here. I just got off the phone with Mr. Kassim. Does he seem well?”

“You can never read Kassim, which made him good at his job,” Katie replied.

I continued, “That’s true. Katie, this is real. Where is Hans?”

Katie paused and said, “That’s a little scary you’re asking about Hans. He’s always close by.”

“Good,” I blurted out. “Keep it that way. This game is real, and the gloves are off. I’m sorry for not contacting you sooner. I must keep my head clear. The fewer people inside my head. The clearer I can think.”

Katie said, “Jack, remember we’re on the same team. It gets cloudy sometimes, but don’t overthink this game, as you call it. My company set up the repo’s lines for you, which should put you at ease and keep you focused on the big prize.”

I changed my tone to a more respectful tone, “Yes, and thank you. That does take a lot of worry out of my life. Okay, before you ask, I have an idea of my next move, which I plan to implement today. Travel is in my plans. I’ll be there in the next day or two. Coming out of nowhere to stay invisible is necessary. Call you in a day or so.”

Katie had much more to say and questions, as shown by her tone. She sounded helpless, “Okay, Jack. I’m learning I’m not in charge all the time. It throws me off my game. I will not push, but you might wish to keep me in the loop for your long-term plans.”

I agreed with Katie: “You’re correct on all accounts. The walls are closing in on this project. We must control the speed, which may help us maintain an edge.”

Katie replied before I could hang up, “Jack, I’m getting used to you. Please take care of yourself.”

Laughing, which was a nice feeling. I said, “Well, Katie, it’s nice to learn you are human.” I hung up.

A quick glance around my office gave me security. I wrote the letters from the child’s bone on scrap paper. Just testing to feel them again. They had been stuck in my head since Key West.

Njztflqf Nvjlkjr Eatdfljahx Tokelljbfn

Sqjjhrnnm Tpmaqfgygy Ealdxrbbrwnnl

They were intact. I studied what I had written just for a moment. Satisfied, I knew them. I went to the trading desk. Bill always had cigar ash firing in his ashtray. I laid my note into his cigar ashtray. The note burned away quickly. I picked up his cigar and then his ashtray. I walked to a trash can at the end of the trading desk and dumped the ashes. Then sat the ashtray back in front of Bill. Laid his cigar down gently and said thanks.

Without looking up, Bill said, “I am not even going to ask.”

I smile again, saying, “Thanks.”

I searched the Internet for cryptography in New York City, which produced a manageable list. One stood out.

The eye-catching part of this one’s biography was the Office of the Naval Research Centre grant. If my guess is correct, this professor might help explore the ocean. On the other hand, what if the professors’ ties to the military run deep? And my showing up unexpectedly might set off alarms.

Kevin was standing beside my car when I got to the parking lot. As I approached, we got in at the same time. I drove us half a mile to the bank, speaking no words. I hopped out without talking to Kevin. With some pushing, it took me about 30 minutes to complete my transaction. Back in my car, I looked at Kevin and asked, “Please get Dennis on the phone.”

Without a response, Kevin pushed one button: “Hey, man. Is everything good? Jack wants to speak with you.”

Kevin handed me the phone.

I said to Dennis, “All is good on this end. Don’t ask. I appreciate all you did for me. Kevin has fifty thousand. Plus, I’m tipping him five thousand from his pocket. Make sure he gets his cut. Are we cool here? And for the record, I still remember the million I promised if this deal worked out.

Dennis laughed quickly and said, “Man, Jack, I like your style. You got the 007 thing rocking. Spies falling dead. World travel. Some told of undiscovered treasure. But Jack, one question.”

Dennis waited for my response.

“Go for it,” I encouraged him.

Dennis asked, “Where are the women? The spy movies I watch are filled with beautiful ladies. Come on, Jack. You’re the only spy I know. Get all the way in the game, Jack, or get out. That’s the only way to survive. I learned that when I was young. Let me put it in a financial tone. AON. You know what that means. All or none. Can you hear me, Jack? This is what I do, and I’m one of the best. Be all in on this, or they will kill you. And Jack, I will want my million someday on my doorstep. Cash if you got it.”

I replied, “Keep going, Dennis. I need this pep talk. I might hum the song Secret Agent Man. Who knows? And you are right. It must be AON. Okay, brother, I’m signing off.”

Dennis continued.

“Jack, if you ever need me. Ask. Kevin will stay on standby if you still need him to come to New York. And if I must come to Russia to introduce myself. I will want one of those big fur coats when I land. Deal?”

“Wow,” I asked. “What kind of fur coat? And if it’s warm. I’ll meet you with a straw hat and suntan lotion. You’ve been good to me. Thank you. I’ve got to go.”

Dennis finished, “We’re family, Jack. Don’t forget that. My momma is getting her own house because of you.”

The phone call ended, and I looked at Kevin, asking, “How many kids do you have, Kevin?”

Kevin showed expression for the first time since I had been in his company.

Kevin said, “I’ve got three. All are so different. And I love all my children.”

I said nothing else on the rest of the trip home. When we arrived, I led us to the kitchen, at the refrigerated door.

I ask Kevin, “Are you hungry?”

“I could eat,” Kevin replied.

“Can you cook?” I ask.

He bantered back, “My kids never miss a meal.”

“Great,” I said. Steaks and chicken are in the refrigerator. I’ve got to do some research and pack. You can cook it all if you wish.”

“I got this, Jack. Go, do your thing.” Kevin said with a relaxed and upbeat tone.

Kevin’s voice woke me from my work zone: “Jack, come on down, and let’s eat.”

I snapped out of my work mode and headed down. We ate.

Kevin stood five feet eleven inches tall, weighed two hundred pounds, and had a slight belly. He looked fast.

I said, “Kevin, I appreciate your help. And odds are I will be needing you in New York.”

Kevin replied, “I will pack my bags and await your reply. You stay safe, Jack.”

I returned to my office in my bedroom. My notes showed the flights to New York. I booked a 9 a.m. flight, changing in Atlanta and landing in the Big Apple at 12 p.m.

In Atlanta, I checked in with Katie.

“Good morning. This is D.W.C.T.H. How may I direct your call?” came from the other end of the phone.

I skipped the formality of asking for Katie. “This is Jack Rivers. May I speak to Katie, please?” I said in a pleasant voice.

I was waiting for a reply from the receptionist, who would typically correct me from saying Katie to Kathryn. There was only silence on the phone for a moment while the transfer took place and Katie’s voice.

She said, “Jack Rivers. Two days in a role of calling me. Miss me, Jack?”

I said, “Time will tell. Okay, I’m landing in New York at noon. Tell me about a good hotel with a nice restaurant that is close by.”

After a moment, Katie asks, “What food flavors do you like, Jack?”

“Italian,” I said.

“You recognize I’m Italian, Jack,” Katie said.

“Yes, I’m aware of that, Katie. I was hoping you might cook for me some time,” I told her.

Katie’s response was quick, “Wow, Jack. I may have blushed a little. Okay, call me when you land, and I’ll have everything set up for you.”

I ended the phone call by saying, “Sounds like a plan. Katie, bring Hans.”

I hung up before Katie responded. I knew Kaite could read between the lines. My request for her to bring Hans was my code for how dangerous this situation had become.

Landing in N.Y.C., I jumped into a cab. I called Katie.

Katie spoke first, “I found the perfect place, Jack. A little boutique hotel is off Madison Avenue, close to my office. Called Cache. Your room is on the third floor with a balcony. I could tell you like the outside, and you’re a pacer.”

I laughed a little and said, “Now, who is blushing who?”

Katie continued, “And I have dinner reservations for two at 7 p.m. I know you like to start your day early. It is a genuinely nice Italian restaurant called Amore Passionale. Now tell me why you want me to bring Hans?”

I said, “We’ll get to all that. You tell Hans to meet me in the lobby at 6 p.m. sharp. Are we good with all this, Katie?”

Katie sounded slightly concerned but followed my request, “Okay. Jack. It seems you’re in charge for now. Keep in mind who I am.”

I confirmed with Katie, “I realize this is also about you. I hear you loud and clear. I’ll see you at seven tonight.”

The phone call ended. I told the cab driver to take me to Hotel Cache.

The hotel was beautiful and had an upscale, swank feeling. The front desk informed me my room was ready. I asked them to take my bags to my room, which I would return later.

The door attendant flagged me into a cab. I told the cab driver to take me to N.Y.U. I knew it was a wild guess connecting with the professor I had found through my internet search. But I needed help. And I would explore all opportunities to their fullest.


Chapter 49
Professor Zeta


The cab dropped me off in front of the admissions office, and I was overwhelmed by this place’s size and history. I found the faculty board listing the office numbers of the professors. I found the name I was looking for on the list. Room 201B. I grabbed a campus map and started my search. The campus was vast. It took me twenty minutes to navigate to the professor’s office. I glanced through the small rectangular window in the professor’s door. It was empty, but I noticed a coffee cup with some steam. The professor was around somewhere. A class teaching schedule was on the wall to the right of the door. According to my campus map, the professor was teaching a class nearby. Then, it looked like she had a forty-five-minute break before teaching another class. Her current session ended in fifteen minutes.

I would wait until the class was over and enter the class as the students left. This would give the professor a feeling of security rather than approaching the open halls.

Past the students hurrying from the classroom, I stopped about ten feet from the professor’s desk where she was sitting, gathering her papers into a small leather briefcase. Quietly, I stood until she looked up and acknowledged me.

With a brief smile, she asks, “Can I help you?”

I moved forward toward her desk, holding one of my business cards. I placed my business card on her desk and introduced myself.

I said, “Professor Zeta. My name is Jack Rivers. I’m an investment banker. I have a favor to ask of you. And if you cannot help, you can point me in the right direction.”

“Where I’m from,” she said with another smile. “A favor granted gets by favored in return. Please tell me the favor you shall return.”

I smiled back, saying, “This is the same belief I have, Professor Zeta. Hopefully, we can devise an arrangement that suits both of us. You seem to like to get to the point. Here is my point. Have lunch with me in the school cafeteria.”

“Well.” She responded, “I’m hungry, and a free lunch is a start.”

She leads us to the faculty lunch line. We both reached for salads at the same time.

Professor Zeta looked up at me, and I said, “I like a light lunch. Too heavy, and it slows down my day.”

I said, “I agree. Too heavy, and it puts me right to sleep.”

I paid for lunch as agreed, which earned another slight smile and a soft thank you from the professor. I followed her to a table and waited until she sat before, I sat.

“And a gentleman, too.” She spoke. “Impressive.”

Once in my chair, I opened my salad. After a few bites, I saw the professor doing the same. She seemed hungrier than me, taking several small but fast bites. She saw me watching.

She said, “Yes, Mr. Rivers. Lunch was a clever idea. I needed more food than I had thought. Now, please, what do you know about me? And how did you find me?”

I answered her questions in reverse order, “The internet and looking at your bio. You can go as deep into research as you want to on the internet. My problem is that I’m not able to interpret all I read. Hence, I am sitting here. I’m never afraid to ask for help. As I am now. I understand nothing.”

“Mr. Rivers,” she said, but I interrupted, “Jack. Please.”

She continued, “I admire a man unafraid to show his vulnerable side.”

“Vulnerable?” I spoke. “Should I push my chest out a little more? Admission leads to a solution. Admission is not a guilt trip, as some think. To me, it represents self-exploration.”

“Let me ask.” Showing a purposeful pause, the professor continued. “My question is, what are you exploring? Your eyes show searching. A destination. Tell me, Jack. What am I seeing?”

This lady was intelligent and had turned her big brain at full speed. I spoke. Wanting to play my hand out slowly.

“Professor, I’m an investment banker. My principal job is to place my clients’ money into investments that meet the clients’ risk-reward ratio. Sometimes, I get a request of this nature. I don’t know why, but customer service is vital. For example, the bio sheet I read online mentions that you are getting a grant from the Office of Naval Research for a hundred thousand dollars. And I know grants are important to research and development.”

I tried to redirect the questioning, “If I may ask. What do you do for the naval research department?”

She saw right through this attempted change of direction in the conversation and shut me down, “Mr. Rivers. I mean, Jack. That’s classified information. You should know most anything involving the military is tight-lipped. Let’s stay on track. I’ll only ask once more. What do you want from me?”

No stalling here. It was time to get to the point. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a piece of paper with half the letters. Lay the writing on the table in front of the professors.

I said, “Okay, cut to the chase. I like that. That’s my way. I need to know what these letters mean. Can you interpret it for me? And as you said a second ago, it is the location I’m seeking. Exceptionally good.”

Without touching the hand-written paper, the professor gave it a quick peek and responded. “Well, Jack. It looks like a code of some sort. And yes, I can crack it if I have time. That’s what I do. Is that all you need from me?”

The professor was playing me. I played along. “Professor, I don’t have time. I would like to have it by tomorrow afternoon or sooner.”

Her head drifted a little to the left. Her game was on.

She said, “Is there ever enough time? It doesn’t seem that way to me. I’ve been backlogged with work for six months. I have meetings, and the social events I must attend to raise money for our department are overwhelming.”

There it was, the money shot, “I see you excel in the fundraising department. It’s hard for me to put a price on this task. What did you have in mind?”

The professor had been here before. She wanted as much as she could from me while not wanting to scare me off.

She explained, “Well, it might take me several hours—or longer. I may have to get my staff involved. That is time, and time is money.”

I pushed, “Give me a number, Professor Zeta.”

“By noon tomorrow, five thousand would cover it. It would have to be in the form of a grant. The money would go through my accounting department. We do all transactions legitimate here, Jack. No smoke and mirrors.”

Straight into the professor’s eyes, I peered. I paused for a moment. If this ran through her department. All this might be traceable.

“Professor Zeta, let’s make it ten thousand in cash. You have options regarding how you report these funds.”

The professor was honest. But ten thousand dollars for a task she could do in her sleep was a lot of money. The professor responded to my offer.

She said, “Ten thousand before I hand you the decryption. Is that a deal?”

I stood and extended my hand for a confirmation handshake, I said.

“We have a deal. I’ll come to find you tomorrow. Now, if you excuse me, I have other appointments. And thank you, professor.”

Back at the hotel Cache, I went to my room. I called Bill, the head trader, to check in. There were no fires, and the shades darkened my hotel room. It was time for a nap. Round two with Hans and Katie would be upon me soon. I set my alarm for five o’clock. There was plenty of time to shave, shower, and go downstairs to meet Hans at 6 p.m. I drifted off to sleep. My brain was tired.

I felt refreshed after my nap and shower. My mind kicked back into top gear. I planned to be downstairs twenty minutes before I met Hans. This way, I could survey the area, ensuring Hans came alone. I’m not worrying about more Russian spies on my trail now. They need more time for them to regroup. Pictures in my mind on the elevator recalled my last meeting with Hans. It almost got out of hand. They cut him from the same stone as the Russian Spies. My guard would not drop, and if the situation got out of control, my reaction time would be quicker and much more to the point.

I planned to walk outside and glance around. The front door was to the right after leaving the elevator. The bar where the meeting was to take place was to the left. To the left, there was Hans. He was early. He did his recon, I assumed. Our eyes meet. I continued with my plan to walk outside for a few minutes. I would let Hans stew for a few minutes more. Hans was a hothead. Pump his heart rate up a little was the plan. He would speak more from his gut without having time to think all this through.

I approached Hans at my normal stride—not slow or cautious, but I wouldn’t let him mistake kindness for weakness.

I leaned onto the bar. Put my elbows down first, right next to Hans. I looked him dead in the eye and said, “Either way this goes, I can live with it. I wish to know which side all the players are on. We put two down a few nights ago in Memphis. They are regrouping with the plan of coming back stronger. They’ll, without a doubt, come through here. And they are not interested in taking prisoners. My question is, will we do this as a team?”

Hans stood. He was a sizeable man, solid and fearless. Years of training and lifestyle controls were implemented when Hans was young.

Hans put his hand out. I extended mine. And before our hand gripped the other’s hand.

He said, “Okay, Mr. Rivers. I’ll go into battle with you when we are together. Each of us can accept safety; someone is watching over his back. I’ll shadow Kathryn. If I get a call for ransom or other demands for you from a third party, I’ll not leave Kathryn to come to save you. It might be a trap to lure me away. Agreed?”

Hans was easy to read as a man of his word. His mindset had minimal gray areas. We shook one more time. Our grips agreed.

I agreed with Hans, “Yes. I can live by those terms. I’m all in on this with you. Okay, are we finished? Please let me buy you a drink. I’m headed next door to have dinner with Katie.”

Hans smiled, “As we said, Jack, I’ll watch Kathryn.”

We remained silent for several minutes, finishing our drinks, and we thought about our private worlds.

As the moment broke.

“Hans,” I said, “When I asked for this meeting, I had no expectation regarding how this would end up. But I have to say, I am thrilled it ended this way. It had me nervous there a few times.”

He laughed and said, “Me to Jack. I’m glad I did not have to kick your butt.”

I slapped Hans on the back. More laborious than his pat. Two beasts tamed, if only for a moment.

I said, “Me too, Hans.”


Chapter 50
Amore Passionale


Based on our history, my meeting with Hans went as well as expected. I headed to meet Katie. I needed some time away from this treasure hunt and some tasty food.

My first sense to perk up was the smell of the restaurant—deep, rich Italian food at its finest. This restaurant stood two stories with a spiral staircase past the host stand. On the first floor, I noticed no sign of Katie. Had I arrived first? My eyes searched upward. My eyes moved with the railing until, about midway, I saw Katie. As our eyes met, we both smiled. Katie raised her martini glass to offer me a welcome toast.

The maître d escorted me to my table. As I approached, Katie stood to greet me. I paused for a moment, giving her a head-to-toe glance.

She smiles, asking, “Jack, are you checking me out?”

I responded, “Yes. If you appear like this after working in the trenches all day trading the markets. I’m glad we are on the same side. And where do I apply for a job?”

Katie laughed, “Jack, I realized it a long time ago. The hustle is real. My office is really an apartment with all the trimmings. It must be that way. It helps keep me grounded and able to tell one day from another.”

I understood precisely where she came from with this statement. We traded in a global environment. Although sleep is a necessity in life, it was always a rarity when working around the clock. You snooze, and your loss—this was the attitude of many global traders.

I moved around the table and held her chair as she sat back down. I paused for a second to take in the ambiance of Amore Passionale restaurant. The New York speed was going on with the staff, who all wore custom monogram-fitted tuxedos. From my bird’s-eye’s view, the floor was old, hand-cut, and marble squares were laid with rich dark tones of reddish-brown, black, and white. The ceiling. A good forty feet high. A few chandeliers dotted across the high ceiling. Dimmed to layer the light downward. The massive windows from the roof to the floor looked to have several layers of drapes, which I assumed opened and closed to help support the room’s intimate setting. A few feet above each table, a small gas-burning wall lamp looked adjustable to set the table’s mood from business to romance. Compared to the other lights throughout the restaurant, our lamp seemed midway between business and passion.

Back around the table, as I sat, Katie said, “Well, thank you, Jack. I assumed you had it in you. Your mother raised you right, so it would seem so to this point.”

I replied, “You hedge with your opinion of me?”

Katie said, “That’s what I do for a living, Jack. And I never assume until the end of the trade. Such is my life. Would you like a drink before dinner?”

“No, thank you,” I told her. Tomorrow is busy, but I will have some good wine.”

“What kind of good wine do you like, Jack? The choice of wines here is massive. Would you like to view the wine list?” Katie stayed on point.

I looked at Katie, seeing her dark green eyes with a shine to them. I got lost in them for a second.

I said, “I don’t consider that necessary. If I start reading the wine book, we might never order our food. And lots of tasty food is number one for me right now. Since we are going Italian, we should go all the way. However, I am a full-bodied wine guy.”

With this, Katie motioned to the wine steward, who came quickly. Kaite ordered a bottle of wine.

Katie asked, “Where are you, Jack?”

I smiled, “I’m right here. I’m at this moment and nowhere else. I emptied my mind off the day’s clutter. My mind can flood from time to time, so I need moments like this.”

“What kind of moment is this for you, Jack?” Katie asked softly.

I allowed my mind to clear out a little more.

I said, “I’m not one hundred percent sure. My gut tells me it is a good place to be, so I’ll run with that for now.”

With a smile, Katie said, “I like that, Jack. I can sense your calmness settling in your words and your tone. It is good to relax. Enjoy and live in the time at hand. There is no escape from what we do, but dampening its place in our minds is good.”

I smiled back and said, “I agree. I’m there with you. I perceive you have questions which, in some ways, I’m trying to avoid at this moment.”

Katie keeps our conversation casual: “Jack, tell me, how long will you be in town?”

I said, “A few days, I would expect. I’ve got to figure out my next move in this uncontrollable adventure.”

Katie replied and raised her glass of wine to toast. As our wine glasses touched softly, she said, “We agree. We enjoy the fruits of our labor tonight with fine wine, healthy food, and great company. There will be no shop talk tonight, but we have Chinese food at my place tomorrow night. But bring your A-game because we will discuss our business in detail. Is that satisfying to you, Jack?”

A sense of relief ran through my body. It became easier for me to travel deep into Katie’s eyes. They open and become more inviting. She, too, had turned off her day.

I replied, “Thank you, Katie, for seeing that in me. My mind needs time off the clock.”

Still smiling, Katie said, “I’m human also, Jack. I have feelings and desires like you. Now, let’s order and have some fun food. How do you like to eat? Me, I like a little of everything for dinner. Occasionally, I order several appetizers to make up my meal—a sample of it all.”

Upbeat, I replied, “Yes. I like to eat that way. This place smells wonderful, and I wish to savor as much variety as possible. You take the lead and fill our table with great food.”

Katie’s eyes and body gestures focused on me so much that I had to let my eyes circle around the room occasionally. I landed back at her eyes, waiting for me to return. One could sell his soul without knowing by going all the way into them. A new path for me with Katie developed.

We enjoyed moments of verbal silence until they broke it when our appetizer meal started arriving. This was a good distraction for me. I may have jumped from one fire to another, but I might have let this one burn me a little.

We ate the toasted ravioli and filled it with spinach.

Katie asked, “How is your food, Jack? You appreciate I’m half Italian. I love to cook. One of my vehicles for escaping the day is cooking. Cooking from scratch is the only way. Take the time. No rush. No, hurries. No place to be.”

We locked our eyes comfortably. We had broken more than bread together. I hoped I was not the only one here thinking this way.

I agreed, “Yes, I can see the Italian. But I’m still trying to figure out how home cooking comes into play. It’s nice to look at your hair down. Dinner, when my grandmother would cook, was every day at 6 p.m. It was sit-down time with the family. It brought unity into my life, which has escaped me somewhere on this path I have walked. And honestly, if I could do it all over, I would incorporate those feelings at my grandparents’ dinner table more into my everyday life.

“I like that, Jack,” Katie told me. “And Jack, it’s never too late, and It’s okay to vary from one’s path. To bring new changes and old feelings into play is a sign of growth for me.”

“Yes,” I agreed, telling her, “I like that analogy. I’m not afraid of change or traveling on new roads. I keep a growth mindset. I have the unfortunate ability to overthink things.”

Katie was curious. She pushed a little, “I could see your overthinking, Jack. Tell me, are you overthinking this moment is upon us?”

“No,” I said, with no questionable tone. “I’m not overthinking here, which may be unusual. I’m relaxed here with you. The cards are on the table facing up.”

Katie was more Passionale than I realized. She was exciting and dangerous at the same time.

Our meal was finishing, and the wine was disappearing. If I were more relaxed, I might take a nap. Katie went further into my mind, which I expected she had planned from the start. I had to admit to myself. I did willingly open that door.

“Have you spoken to Swiss?” Katie asked me.

My words came out a little firmer but not threatening.

I told her, “Now you realize the answer to that question. You two are lifelong friends. And I’m sure there is not much you two do not share. So, I ask you, why that question?”

Katie’s eyes left the table, making a circle around the room. My eyes sat peacefully as I waited for her eyes to return. When they met, she did not answer my question right away. She was expecting and hoping I had more to say. My eyes stood their ground. She perceived I would speak later.

Katie smiled, “Well, Jack. You’re right, and I know you have not spoken to the Swiss. And she is okay with that. It’s just part of who she always has been, with only a little attachment. She likes to live in the movement.”

I smiled, “Yes, I could see that in her. But since the cards are on the table. Let’s read them aloud so there is no misunderstanding. As you know, Swiss and I had a night in Paris together. I’m not sure why it happened, but it did, and there’s no turning that clock back for anyone. It was late, and the drinks flowed too much for us. Now, would I do it again? My answer is simple. No, not if I knew you then, as I’m getting to know you now.”

“Well, Jack,” she blushed just a touch. I could see her cheeks flash a light red rose color. “You are to the point. And I like that also about you. I think we should stop here for the time being.”

I told Katie, “That is fine with me, but you opened this up. And now, looking back at our evening, I’d like to say something with some intention. And yes, I agree this is a good stopping point. The evening, the food, the wine, and especially the company are just what the doctor ordered. And I thank you for helping make all this happen this evening.”

We spoke no more words. Katie picked up the check, saying it was on the company’s tab. As she signed the bill, I moved around to her side of the table to help with her chair. Katie stood, and we were close. Katie’s scent was pleasant—far past the light perfume she wore. Her smile, this time, seemed a little more personable. Still, without words, we left, going down the steps and onto the street.

As Katie stepped a little closer to the curb. Hans pulled up right away in her car. The door attendant opened Katie’s door before I could. She turned, just as she was entering the vehicle, she extended her hand. But this time, it was not a handshake. It was touching.

Her last words before she left were accompanied by a smile and one last look into her eyes, which ruled my soul.

“Goodnight, Jack. See you tomorrow for Chinese food. And bring that appetite of yours. I like it.”

Without speaking, I turned and walked to my hotel, straight up to my room. There was no reason to think about my day or evening. My body told me all I needed to know, and it was nice to be very relaxed.


Chapter 51
More Money


Iwoke up early and refreshed. The evening was what I needed to take my edge off a little. In the back of my mind, my questions continued between Katie and myself. Wanting to read only a little bit into it. I put our evening in the back of my mind. There was work to do, first, with calling Kassim.

I waited for his usual soft answer to the phone. I flew right into what was going on.

I said, “Mr. Kassim, this keeps getting more complicated by the minute. We have a dire situation on our hands. I don’t know if I signed up for this journey, but I’m in it, so I might as well win it.”

Kassim, who usually paused slightly before speaking, did not this time.

He said, “This is a serious game. The stakes are high. A billion dollars in gold. No one knows for sure, but is it a lot? And plenty for everyone. You tried reasoning with the Russians?”

I paused and almost laughed aloud, “Reasoning? They’re not here to reason. They have one goal in mind: to win at all costs. This group will take no prisoners. There will be no afternoon tea and biscuits to discuss a partnership.”

Kassim responded quickly: “Whatever you need, Jack, ask. We are behind you all the way with this project.”

To my point, I said, “This will cost a lot of money. How deeply are you willing to go with this project, as you call it? I can’t keep charging and paying out of my commission checks. It will throw some red flags with the SEC and the Feds. I don’t expect I could handle any more heat on me. There are too many shadows following me now.”

Kassim paused this time and said, “We have thought of that also, Jack. A corporation is now set up in the Grand Cayman Islands with your name on it. You are the new president of Exploration Charity Works Incorporated. We funded the new company with two million. The bank’s manager knows you are, and all you do is fax him any wiring instructions when you wish to transfer funds. Plus, give me an address, and I will have to bank overnight you a credit card with no spending limits. How does that sound to you?”

“Well,” I said. “It’s obvious you trust me. That’s a great deal of money. I would assume that would be enough, or at least I hope so.”

Kassim spoke in a low, monotone trading voice: “It is a great deal of money. And yes, we trust you. Ask Jack. Whatever you need. Do you have any updates for me to relay to the rest of my team?”

With an upbeat voice, I replied, “I have some good, updated information but will not know until this afternoon. I’ve found someone who may help us break the code I took from the boy’s leg bone.”

Kassim gasped, “Sickness comes to my stomach every time I reflect on what they did to that little boy. But tell me.”

Kassim and I had developed a relationship where few words were needed. There was no need to ramble on and describe every crack in the sidewalk. I gave Kassim a quick rundown of where I was with the professor.

Before hanging up, Kassim told me, “Know this is getting more dangerous by the minute. In most cases, the stakes are higher. The higher the reward, the higher the risk. Look at it as trading the markets. Always have a good hedge in place.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I told Kassim, ending the phone call by telling him. “I’ll be in touch when there is more news. And I guess you can follow me through the money transactions.”


Chapter 52
Time to Call Memphis


The time for my next meeting with Professor Zeta was fast approaching. It had been several days since the incident in Memphis, and I was anxious, wondering if the Russians had regained their momentum.

I made a call, “Dennis, this Jack.”

Dennis kept things light, “I’d know this voice anywhere. Are you calling to tell me about millions of dollars?”

I chuckled, “To the point. I’ve always liked that about you, Dennis. I need Kevin now. I will pick him up at the airport and take him to the hotel. A room will be waiting in his name. Tell him to charge whatever he needs to the room. If I am not there within two days, the odds are I will not be coming. Are we on the same page?”

Dennis ended our call, saying, “I read you loud and clear. I will make this happen. Take care of yourself, Jack.”

The phone call ended.


Chapter 53
Chinese Food


Arriving for my meeting with Professor Zeta, I assumed our pattern would be the same: lunch and some business. I was not sure Professor Zeta trusted me one hundred percent. I took a few deep breaths to match her laid-back and relaxed posture.

She greeted me with a big smile, “Right on point, Mr. Rivers. Sorry, I mean Jack. I am hungry again. Shall we?”

We walked silently to the lunchroom, got our salads, and sat before speaking. The ball was in Professor Zeta’s corner. She waited for me to start the conversation without saying a word. I smiled and held out my open hand, which held a small piece of paper with the entire code.

Professor Zeta quickly looked at the paper and said, “Well, Jack. I thought about this last night. You have some polyalphabetic substitution cipher here. I’m not sure which cipher they based this on. My team could not get together last night. I’ve set a meeting for tonight at seven. I expect you should be there. Sometimes, these codes will have a keyword that helps break them.”

I said, “Give me the address, and I’m bringing a friend.”

Professor Zeta seemed to approve. My next phone call was to Katie. The lady put me right through without communicating when I asked for Katie.

Katie’s voice was upbeat, “I’ve ordered the Chinese food for eight tonight. We’ll need food for our meeting.”

I stopped her right there. “We have a change in plans. I’ll be in front of your office at six thirty. We’ve got a meeting at seven with Professor Zeta and her team. They are trying to break a code for me.”

Katie stayed at a point about our food, “But Jack, what about our Chinese food.”

I like how she kept it light. “After Katie, After.”

Right on time, at six thirty, Katie exited her office building. Still dressed in her work suit, she gave me a quick smile. Hans pulled up. They had practiced teamwork by loading and unloading from the car.

I handed Hans the address. When I got a second, I looked over at Katie. She was smiling, and I said, “Now, who is checking who out?”

She blushed, and I gave her the rundown on this meeting before she spoke. I also told her. Keep your fangs in for now.

When we arrived at the address given to us by Professor Zeta, we realized it was her campus townhome.

Professor Zeta answered the door after our one light tap on the door. She greeted her with her healthy smile.

“Welcome, Jack,” she said, stepping back a little to make room for us to enter. She continued, “Please come in; we’re eager to start. It seems your code has sparked some interest in our team.”

Entering Professor’s Zeta’s, Katie glanced at me quickly and said, “Jack? It seems informal to me.”

I replied, “Fangs in. You promised.”

Professor Zeta guided us through her modest living room with a television in the corner, a couch, and several chairs. In one corner, there was a stack of big soft pillows. From the room’s look, the Professor was a gatherer who liked discussing with groups in her living room. It had a comfortable and natural sense to it.

We continued to the next room. Upon entering, it looked like a schoolteacher’s desk. Piles upon piles of papers on a desk looked like it was supposed to be the dining room. Stacks of paper lined up around the wall. Some as high as four feet. Above each pile was a sticky note with a date on the wall. It looked as if they updated the sticky notes from time to time. Some paint on the wall was missing where notes had dried and fallen off. A few looked as if they had been there for a while because the color of the sticky notes faded with time.

Professor Zeta stopped and extended her hand to Katie. “ It’s Professor Zeta. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Katie accepted her hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Professor Zeta. I am Kathryn.”

With this, the Professor turned toward her team. “Everyone, this is Jack and Kathryn.”

The Professor introduced her team: “This is Samantha; we call her Sam. Sam has a Ph.D. in advanced mathematical cryptography, plus a doctor of philosophy in theoretical and computational science. And this is Eric. Eric is quite a charmer. His Ph.D. in mathematics is from MIT.”

Professor Zeta asked Katie, “Since we know nothing about you, Kathryn. Please tell us a little about yourself.”

Katie stepped up to the plate, “I have my Ph.D. from Harvard in Economics. And I’m a senior partner at DWCTH.”

Eric politely interrupted Katie, “We have a capitalist among us.”

But before he spoke again. Katie said, “Eric, are you doing what you are doing here this evening for free?”

Katie stopped, which surprised me, waiting for his reply. There was no time for him to speak. Professor Zeta took over the conversation to keep it light.

Professor Zeta smiled, ready to get down to business, “Please, let us all pull up a chair around my elaborate work area.”

I glanced at Katie, which she saw, and said, “I’m fine, Jack. Let’s get this show on the road.”

Once, we were all seated. Professor Zeta told Eric, “Please tell them what we have so far, Eric.”

Eric paused for a moment. And asked, “We get ten thousand dollars. Correct?”

With this, I reached into my jacket pocket and tossed an envelope onto the table. Erica smiled, and just as he was about to speak, Katie spoke up.

“That is capitalism. Pure yet simple. Perform a task for a reward. Pavlov’s dog, if you will.”

Eric pulled his hand back from the money envelope and continued without acknowledging Katie’s statement.

“Well, it seems this is some progressive polyalphabetic cipher,” Eric continued condescendingly. I’ll not go into the boring details, which may confuse some of us.”

After finishing his statement, he paused, looking at Katie. Katie was about to go full throttle on this guy. I tapped Katie’s foot, paused her for a split second, and said, “Eric, I can see that you and Katie are not hitting it off so well, but if you keep pushing her. I’ll turn her loose on you. And I’ll bet that pile of money laying the table double or nothing. She kicks your butt in every way imaginable. So, Eric, let’s stay on point. Shall we?”

Eric looked at Katie while I told him to change his attitude and lighten his posture. He did not speak.

Professor Zeta also came from the sideline to control this meeting of intelligent and aggressive people.

She said, “Well, I will order some Chinese food before Eric continues. Would you two like something to eat? There is a great little place just around the corner. Their food is delicious. It will be my treat since Jack has been buying my lunches.”

Katie said, “Lunch?”

I said, “Yes, I could eat anything. A little energy boost is nice,” trying to keep the conversation light. “Sitting here with all these big brains jousting has made me hungry.”

It worked. Everyone smiled a little.

The Professor was about to continue. Katie said, “No, thank you, Professor, but Jack and I are having Chinese food after this meeting from Cao Cao’s.”

Professor Zeta smiled as she responded, “An excellent choice. I always try to visit Caos Caos when I’m downtown,” focusing on me. “Jack, did you know Cao Cao was a Chinese warlord from around 20O AD?”

“No, I did not,” I told the Professor, going on, “But now it makes sense to me why you two like it.”

As I made this comment. I noticed Professor Zeta and Katie were looking at one another. The look was light for now.

Professor Zeta continued, “Yes, it is, and you’re in for a treat tonight. And Jack, we could have some Cao Cao sometime if time allows. But my Chinese food is delicious too, Jack. You should at least have a sample.”

I replied to the Professor’s invitation, “Yes, that might be possible.”

Just ask. I finished my statement. I felt heat on the left side of my face. My head shifted toward Katie. She was staring me down and talking to me with her eyes.

Professor Zeta enjoyed her stab at Katie but kept it friendly: “I completely understand saving your appetite. But the invitation stands, Jack. I’ll share my Chinese food with you anytime.”

Katie had to get one last word about the food: “Yes, perhaps in Jack’s future. But not tonight. I want his taste Marks to be fresh when he tastes my Chinese food. Is that okay with you, Jack?”

Before this went any further, Eric said, “If we finish you ladies laying out Jack’s future of food tasting or whatever you are talking about, we should stay on point. Right, Jack?”

“Yes, yes,” I said. “Eric is correct. Let’s keep this meeting.”

Eric gave me a little wingman smile and focused on the code.

He said, “As we were saying, this code looks like it was from around the mid-1400s. Several possibilities exist regarding its history.”

At that moment, Sam, who had sat quietly through the tussle, spoke up, “Excuse me, Eric. I don’t assume Katie and Jack are here for a history lesson. Let us crack this code.”

Sam took a sip of water and said, “Again, without all the boring details, this code has a keyword that unscrambles the letters. In some cases, the letters can be equal numbers. I say this because Professor Zeta thinks you may be looking for a location. We know you told Professor Zeta you were an investment banker. Therefore, we sent a program to generate 50,000 keywords associated with investment banking. Words like money, stock, bond, and so forth. None of them worked. It must relate the keywords to your profession. We are a little stumped. We will ask you some questions to generate more keywords to plug into the deciphering program.”

Eric spoke up, “Yes, Sam is correct. So, for example, here is my first question for you. What do you hope to find with this code once we have broken it?”

Just as I was about to speak. Katie interrupted the conversation, “Jack, I need to speak to you outside.”

Without waiting for me to say one word, Katie stood and headed toward the front door. I followed in tow.

Outside, Katie started explaining her thoughts, “Jack, these are brilliant people. Don’t get relaxed, or they will figure all this out.”

I reminded Katie, “True, but this is only half of the code.”

Katie did not realize I had split the code, “That’s smart, Jack. But I’m telling you, the Professor and her team will figure all this out. That is what they do and all they do.”

“Okay,” I ask. “What do you suggest?”

Katie said, “There’s a fax machine in the corner. Go get me the number.”

We headed back to me to retrieve the fax number. Katie was on the phone, keeping her voice low.

As I headed back inside, I heard Katis say, “I need a nondisclosure statement immediately. Like ten minutes ago. One page.”

Her voice faded from my ears as I reentered the townhome.

Professor Zeta stood as I entered the living room, “Is everything okay, Jack?”

“Yes,” I replied, “Please write your fax number for me?”

Professor Zeta complied, handing me scrap paper with the number on it. I took it outside to Katie. She was still on the phone. Not wanting to disturb her phone call. I handed her the paper with the number on it. And turned to head back inside. As I was about to close the apartment door.

Katie said, “Jack, trust me here. I got this.”

I looked her in the eyes and said, “I trust you. Do what you have to.”

Upon reentering the Professor’s room, they started drilling with questions I thought could relate to the code. I reflected on what Katie had said about this group. And she was right. They were bloodhounds on a trail.

Eric, who liked to push, asked, “So what is it, Jack? Tell us what this code leads to, and we’ll crack it—and I mean fast.”

I told him, “There’s no doubt about that, Eric. But we are on hold until Katie returns.”

Just as Eric was about to push a little more.

Professor Zeta asks, “Tell me Jack. How long have you known Kathryn?”

I considered for a second. Where was the Professor headed with this line of questioning? I played along, “Not very long. We’re still just getting to know one another.”

The Professor continued, “Is that on a professional or personal level?”

Eric said, “For goodness’ sake, Professor. Just tell the man you are attracted to him.”

She blushed a little. But before anyone spoke, the fax machine’s ringer started going, and Katie walked back in and asked, “Is attraction a keyword for breaking the code?”

No one spoke, and Katie walked over to the fax to wait for what she had been working on outside to arrive. She sat down at the table. Katie held a stack of papers in her hand. I tried to look over her shoulder to see what information was on the paper, and she handed me one and one to the others. Just as she was about to speak, there was a knock at the door.

Professor Zeta stood and said, “Excuse me for a moment. Chinese food is here.”

The Professor returned quickly. She returned to the table and handed Eric and Sam a food box.

She looked at me with a devilish smile and said, “Are you two sure you don’t want a little snack? It’s not Cao Cao, but very fresh.”

I did not speak right away, as I caught a glimpse out of the corner of my eye of Katie looking at me from the edge of her eye.

I said, “No, thank you, Professor. Since you two have raved about how good Cao Cao is. I’ll wait.”

Katie and I still had the corner-of-the-eyes conversation, and I asked, “Is the dinner invitation still open?”

Katie was ready to move forward with this meeting. She was a get-to-the-point lady. Before focusing her attention on the papers she had faxed, she gave me a little smile and said, “We’ll see, Jack.”

Katie explained the fax and its purpose, “Okay. We’ve all seen this type of paperwork. Let me explain it so we can understand one another.”

Katie asked Eric, “Are you with me, Eric?”

He was reading the paper.

Katie asked again, “Eric, are you with us?”

Eric looked up from the paper and said, “Yes, I am. Please continue.”

“Good,” Katie continued. “As I was saying, odds are we’ve all seen some paperwork like this before. And you three work with the government. I know you have signed a nondisclosure document. So, there are no questions left unanswered. I will tell you what it says. And what will happen if we break this agreement? What does it say? It says you will break this code for us. It says that your department will receive a $ 50,000 grant from my company. It also says you will give us a copy of the software program you are using to break this code. Now, what will happen if anyone breaks this agreement.”

Katie paused for a moment and said, “Eric.”

Eric looked up at Katie.

Katie continued, “What does this mean if you break this agreement? I’ll make sure your team gets no more grants from anyone. Including the Navy. And Eric. You’ll be lucky to get job-cracking codes at the North Pole. Do we all understand what I’m saying here?”

Katie paused, looking around the room for comments or questions. As she was about to continue.

Eric said, “I’m okay with this if Professor Zeta and Sam agree to these terms. But my question is, if we agree and sign, do we still get to keep the ten thousand cash envelope?”

That was an excellent icebreaker, but Eric was serious. I did not get into the conversation. Katie was doing fine.

Professor Zeta asked, “Please tell us what happens if we do all these things, you are asking for and you do not fund the grant.”

Katie quickly answered this question: “Professor Zeta, look at the fax. It is on my company letterhead. We are a large and very well-known firm around the world. Do you expect our company to want bad publicity? Do you assume we would like the press to know we did not keep our promise to fund an educational grant? Not funding this grant might create a costly fallout for our clients.”

With this statement from Katie, Professor Zeta signed and handed her paper to Katie, as did Sam and Eric.

Now to the business of cracking the code.

Eric begins first.

“I will not read these fifty thousand keywords I’ve generated unless you want me to.”

I told Eric, “No. Let me scan the list you have in place.”

Eric turned his computer toward me. As I scanned the extended lists, his words spoke of finance. I paused for a moment. The room stayed silent, and I heard light breathing. I looked up and asked Eric.

“Can you translate these words into Russian?”

“Russian?” Eric asked. “Yes, I expect so. Give me a minute or two.”

And that is about all it took. Eric looked up and said, “The keyword is zoloto. So simple. It means gold. Is that what you are searching for, gold? How much gold?”

I directed my comment to Eric and said, “Don’t get greedy here, Eric. Take the deal you signed.”

Professor Zeta spun the computer screen her way and said, “This is a latitude address. This draws a line around the earth. Where is the other half, Jack?”

Sam said, “Professor, which is why they want the software. This was very smart of them. They only gave us half the code.”

It was time to end this meeting. I looked at Eric and asked, “I may need a new computer. I like this one. Is it costly?”

Eric laughed and said, “No, not all. You can get on these online for about eight hundred loaded.”

I stood up, reached into my pocket, tossed a thousand dollars on the table, and picked up Eric’s computer. I would be leaving with it.

Eric was about to respond when the Professor interrupted, “Eric, let it go, now. We do not want to swim in these waters.”

He spoke no more.

Professor Zeta walked us to the door, and we thanked her. She thanked us, and as she closed the door, she said, “Jack, the Chinese food offer is a standing invitation.”

Katie was about to say something, but the Professor shut the door before Katie could speak. The Professor wanted and got the last word. Arriving for my meeting with Professor Zeta, I assumed our pattern would be the same: lunch and some business. I was not sure Professor Zeta trusted me one hundred percent. I took a few deep breaths to match her laid-back and relaxed posture.

She greeted me with a big smile, “Right on point, Mr. Rivers. Sorry, I mean Jack. I am hungry again. Shall we?”

We walked to the lunchroom, got our salads, and sat before speaking. The ball was in Professor Zeta’s corner. She waited for me to start the conversation without saying a word. I smiled and held out my open hand, which held a small piece of paper with the entire code.

Professor Zeta quickly looked at the paper and said, “Well, Jack. I thought about this last night. You have some polyalphabetic substitution cipher here. I’m not sure which cipher they based this on. My team could not get together last night. I’ve set a meeting for tonight at seven. I expect you should be there. Sometimes, these codes will have a keyword that helps break them.”

I said, “Give me the address, and I’m bringing a friend.”

Professor Zeta seemed to approve. My next phone call was to Katie. The lady put me right through without communicating when I asked for Katie.

Katie’s voice was upbeat, “I’ve ordered the Chinese food for eight tonight. We’ll need food for our meeting.”

I stopped her right there. “We have a change in plans. I’ll be in front of your office at six thirty. We’ve got a meeting at seven with Professor Zeta and her team. They are trying to break a code for me.”

Katie stayed at a point about our food, “But Jack, what about our Chinese food.”

I like how she kept it light. “After Katie, After.”

Right on time, at six thirty, Katie exited her office building. Still dressed in her work suit, she gave me a quick smile. Hans pulled up. They practiced teamwork by loading and unloading from the car.

I handed Hans the address. When I got a second, I looked over at Katie. She was smiling, and I said, “Now, who is checking who out?”

She blushed, and I gave her the rundown on this meeting before she spoke. I also told her. Keep your fangs in for now.

When we arrived at the address given to us by Professor Zeta, we realized it was her campus townhome.

Professor Zeta answered the door after our one light tap on the door. She greeted her with her healthy smile.

“Welcome, Jack,” she said, stepping back a little to make room for us to enter. She continued, “Please come in; we’re eager to start. It seems your code has sparked some interest in our team.”

As we entered through the door, Katie glanced at me quickly and said, “Jack? It seems informal to me.”

I replied, “Fangs in. You promised.”

Professor Zeta guided us through her modest living room with a television in the corner, a couch, and several chairs. In one corner, there was a stack of big soft pillows. From the room’s look, the Professor was a gatherer who liked discussing with groups in her living room. It had a comfortable and natural sense to it.

We continued to the next room. Upon entering, it looked like a schoolteacher’s desk. Piles upon piles of papers on a desk looked like it was supposed to be the dining room. Stacks of paper lined up around the wall. Some as high as four feet. Above each pile was a sticky note with a date on the wall. It looked as if they updated the sticky notes from time to time. Some paint on the wall was missing, where notes had dried and fallen off. A few looked as if they had been there for a while because the color of the sticky notes faded with time.

Professor Zeta stopped and extended her hand to Katie. “ It’s Professor Zeta. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Katie accepted her hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Professor Zeta. I am Kathryn.”

With this, the Professor turned toward her team. “Everyone, this is Jack and Kathryn.”

The Professor introduced her team: “This is Samantha; we call her Sam. Sam has a Ph.D. in advanced mathematical cryptography, plus a doctor of philosophy in theoretical and computational science. And this is Eric. Eric is quite a charmer. His Ph.D. in mathematics is from MIT.”

Professor Zeta asked Katie, “Since we know nothing about you, Kathryn. Please tell us a little about yourself.”

Katie stepped up to the plate, “I have my Ph.D. from Harvard in Economics. And I’m a senior partner at DWCTH.”

Eric politely interrupted Katie, “We have a capitalist among us.”

But before he spoke again. Katie said, “Eric, are you doing what you are doing here this evening for free?”

Katie stopped, which surprised me, waiting for his reply. There was no time for him to speak. Professor Zeta took over the conversation to keep it light.

Professor Zeta smiled, ready to get down to business, “Please, let us all pull up a chair around my elaborate work area.”

I glanced at Katie, which she saw, and said, “I’m fine, Jack. Let’s get this show on the road.”

Once, we were all seated. Professor Zeta told Eric, “Please tell them what we have so far, Eric.”

Eric paused for a moment. And asked, “We get ten thousand dollars. Correct?”

With this, I reached into my jacket pocket and tossed an envelope onto the table. Erica smiled, and just as he was about to speak, Katie spoke up.

“That is capitalism. Pure yet simple. Perform a task for a reward. Pavlov’s dog, if you will.”

Eric pulled his hand back from the money envelope and continued without acknowledging Katie’s statement.

“Well, it seems this is some progressive polyalphabetic cipher,” Eric continued condescendingly. I’ll not go into the boring details, which may confuse some of us.”

After finishing his statement, he paused, looking at Katie. Katie was about to go full throttle on this guy. I tapped Katie’s foot with mine, pausing her for a split second, and said, “Eric, I can see that you and Katie are not hitting it off so well, but if you keep pushing her. I’ll turn her loose on you. And I’ll bet that pile of money laying the table double or nothing. She kicks your butt in every way imaginable. So, Eric, let’s stay on point. Shall we?”

Eric looked at Katie while I told him to change his attitude and lighten his posture. He did not speak.

Professor Zeta also came from the sideline to control this meeting of intelligent and aggressive people.

She said, “Well, I will order some Chinese food before Eric continues. Would you two like something to eat? There is a great little place just around the corner. Their food is delicious. It will be my treat since Jack has been buying my lunches.”

Katie said, “Lunch?”

I said, “Yes, I could eat anything. A little energy boost is nice,” trying to keep the conversation light. “Sitting here with all these big brains jousting has made me hungry.”

It worked. Everyone smiled a little.

The Professor was about to continue. Katie said, “No, thank you, Professor, but Jack and I are having Chinese food after this meeting from Cao Cao.”

Professor Zeta smiled as she responded, “An excellent choice. I always try to visit Caos Caos when I’m downtown,” focusing on me. “Jack, did you know Cao Cao was a Chinese warlord from around 20O AD?”

“No, I did not,” I told the Professor, going on, “But now it makes sense to me why you two like it.”

As I made this comment. I noticed Professor Zeta and Katie were looking at one another. The look was light for now.

Professor Zeta continued, “Yes, it is, and you’re in for a treat tonight. And Jack, we could have some Cao Cao sometime if time allows. But my Chinese food is delicious too, Jack. You should at least have a sample.”

I replied to the Professor’s invitation, “Yes, that might be possible.”

Just ask. I finished my statement. I felt heat on the left side of my face. My head shifted toward Katie. She was staring me down and talking to me with her eyes.

Professor Zeta enjoyed her stab at Katie but kept it friendly: “I completely understand saving your appetite. But the invitation stands, Jack. I’ll share my Chinese food with you anytime.”

Katie had to get one last word about the food: “Yes, perhaps in Jack’s future. But not tonight. I want his taste Marks to be fresh when he tastes my Chinese food. Is that okay with you, Jack?”

Before this went any further, Eric said, “If we finish you ladies laying out Jack’s future of food tasting or whatever you are talking about, we should stay on point. Right, Jack?”

“Yes, yes,” I said. “Eric is correct. Let’s keep this meeting.”

Eric gave me a little wingman smile and focused on the code.

He said, “As we were saying, this code looks like it was from around the mid-1400s. Several possibilities exist regarding its history.”

At that moment, Sam, who had sat quietly through the tussle, spoke up, “Excuse me, Eric. I don’t assume Katie and Jack are here for a history lesson. Let us crack this code.”

Sam took a sip of water and said, “Again, without all the boring details, this code has a keyword that unscrambles the letters. In some cases, the letters can be equal numbers. I say this because Professor Zeta thinks you may be looking for a location. We know you told Professor Zeta you were an investment banker. Therefore, we sent a program to generate 50,000 keywords associated with investment banking. Words like money, stock, bond, and so forth. None of them worked. It must relate the keywords to your profession. We are a little stumped. We will ask you some questions to generate more keywords to plug into the deciphering program.”

Eric spoke up, “Yes, Sam is correct. So, for example, here is my first question for you. What do you hope to find with this code once we have broken it?”

Just as I was about to speak. Katie interrupted the conversation, “Jack, I need to speak to you outside.”

Without waiting for me to say one word, Katie stood and headed toward the front door. I followed in tow.

Outside, Katie started explaining her thoughts, “Jack, these are brilliant people. Don’t get relaxed, or they will figure all this out.”

I reminded Katie, “True, but this is only half of the code.”

Katie did not realize I had split the code, “That’s smart, Jack. But I’m telling you, the Professor and her team will figure all this out. That is what they do and all they do.”

“Okay,” I ask. “What do you suggest?”

Katie said, “There’s a fax machine in the corner. Go get me the number.”

We headed back to me to retrieve the fax number. Katie was on the phone, keeping her voice low.

As I headed back inside, I heard Katis say, “I need a nondisclosure statement immediately. Like ten minutes ago. One page.”

Her voice faded from my ears as I reentered the townhome.

Professor Zeta stood as I entered the living room, “Is everything okay, Jack?”

“Yes,” I replied, “Please write your fax number for me?”

Professor Zeta complied, handing me scrap paper with the number on it. I took it outside to Katie. She was still on the phone. Not wanting to disturb her phone call. I handed her the paper with the number on it. And turned to head back inside. As I was about to close the apartment door.

Katie said, “Jack, trust me here. I got this.”

I looked her in the eyes and said, “I trust you. Do what you have to.”

Upon reentering the Professor’s room, they started drilling with questions I thought could relate to the code. I reflected on what Katie had said about this group. And she was right. They were bloodhounds on a trail.

Eric, who liked to push, asked, “So what is it, Jack? Tell us what this code leads to, and we’ll crack it—and I mean fast.”

I told him, “There’s no doubt about that, Eric. But we are on hold until Katie returns.”

Just as Eric was about to push a little more.

Professor Zeta asks, “Tell me Jack. How long have you known Kathryn?”

I considered for a second. Where was the Professor headed with this line of questioning? I played along, “Not very long. We’re still just getting to know one another.”

The Professor continued, “Is that on a professional or personal level?”

Eric said, “For goodness’ sake, Professor. Just tell the man you are attracted to him.”

She blushed a little. But before anyone spoke, the fax machine’s ringer started going, and Katie walked back in and asked, “Is attraction a keyword for breaking the code?”

No one spoke, and Katie walked over to the fax to wait for what she had been working on outside to arrive. She sat down at the table. Katie held a stack of papers in her hand. I tried to look over her shoulder to see what information was on the paper, and she handed me one and one to the others. Just as she was about to speak, there was a knock at the door.

Professor Zeta stood and said, “Excuse me for a moment. Chinese food is here.”

The Professor returned quickly. She returned to the table and handed Eric and Sam a food box.

She looked at me with a devilish smile and said, “Are you two sure you don’t want a little snack? It’s not Cao Cao, but very fresh.”

I did not speak right away, as I caught a glimpse out of the corner of my eye of Katie looking at me from the edge of her eye.

I said, “No, thank you, Professor. Since you two have raved about how good Cao Cao is. I’ll wait.”

Katie and I still had the corner-of-the-eyes conversation, and I asked, “Is the dinner initiation still open?”

Katie was ready to move forward with this meeting. She was a get-to-the-point lady. Before focusing her attention on the papers she had faxed, she gave me a little smile and said, “We’ll see, Jack.”

Katie explained the fax and its purpose, “Okay. We’ve all seen this type of paperwork. Let me explain it so we can understand one another.”

Katie asked Eric, “Are you with me, Eric?”

He was reading the paper.

Katie asked again, “Eric, are you with us?”

Eric looked up from the paper and said, “Yes, I am. Please continue.”

“Good,” Katie continued. “As I was saying, odds are we’ve all seen some paperwork like this before. And you three work with the government. I know you have signed a nondisclosure document. So, there are no questions left unanswered. I will tell you what it says. And what will happen if we break this agreement? What does it say? It says you will break this code for us. It says that your department will receive a $ 50,000 grant from my company. It also says you will give us a copy of the software program you are using to break this code. Now, what will happen if anyone breaks this agreement.”

Katie paused for a moment and said, “Eric.”

Eric looked up at Katie.

Katie continued, “What does this mean if you break this agreement? I’ll make sure your team gets no more grants from anyone. Including the Navy. And Eric. You’ll be lucky to get job-cracking codes at the North Pole. Do we all understand what I’m saying here?”

Katie paused, looking around the room for comments or questions, as she was about to continue.

Eric said, “I’m okay with this if Professor Zeta and Sam agree to these terms. But my question is, if we agree and sign, do we still get to keep the ten thousand cash envelope?”

That was an excellent icebreaker, but Eric was serious. I did not get into the conversation. Katie was doing fine.

Professor Zeta asked, “Please tell us what happens if we do all these things, you are asking for, and you do not fund the grant.”

Katie quickly answered this question: “Professor Zeta, look at the fax. It is on my company letterhead. We are a large and very well-known firm around the world. Do you expect our company to want bad publicity? Do you assume we would like the press to know we did not keep our promise to fund an educational grant? Not funding this grant might create a costly fallout for our clients.”

With this statement from Katie, Professor Zeta signed and handed her paper to Katie, as did Sam and Eric.

Now to the business of cracking the code.

Eric begins first.

“I will not read these fifty thousand keywords I’ve generated unless you want me to.”

I told Eric, “No. Let me scan the list you have in place.”

Eric turned his computer toward me. As I scanned the extended lists, his words spoke of finance. I paused for a moment. The room stayed silent, and I heard light breathing. I looked up and asked Eric.

“Can you translate these words into Russian?”

“Russian?” Eric asked. “Yes, I expect so. Give me a minute or two.”

And that is about all it took. Eric looked up and said, “The keyword is zoloto. So simple. It means gold. I think you are searching for gold. How much gold?”

I directed my comment to Eric and said, “Don’t get greedy here, Eric. Take the deal you signed.”

Professor Zeta spun the computer screen her way and said, “This is a latitude address. This draws a line around the earth. Where is the other half, Jack?”

Sam said, “Professor, which is why they want the software. This was very smart of them. They only gave us half the code.”

It was time to end this meeting. I looked at Eric and asked, “I may need a new computer. I like this one. Is it costly?”

Eric laughed and said, “No, not all. You can get on these online for about eight hundred loaded.”

I stood up, reached into my pocket, tossed a thousand dollars on the table, and picked up Eric’s computer. I would be leaving with it.

Eric was about to respond when the Professor interrupted, “Eric, let it go, now. We do not want to swim in these waters.”

He spoke no more.

Professor Zeta walked us to the door, and we thanked her. She thanked us, and as she closed the door, she said, “Jack, the Chinese food offer is a standing invitation.”

Katie was about to say something, but the Professor shut the door before Katie could speak. The Professor wanted and got the last word.


Chapter 54
Baby Blue


We arrived in front of Katie’s home. Hans opened her car door. She said, “Jack, are you coming? I promised you Chinese food, and I also promised that what I’m serving is better for your Professor Zeta.”

I hesitated momentarily and asked, “Katie, I need to ask a favor.”

“Sure, Jack,” she said. “What do you need?”

I said, “I need Hans to pick up someone at the airport.”

“I guess that would be okay,” she says. “May I ask who Hans would pick up?”

“Sure,” I continued. “A friend from my part of town in Memphis. Someone to watch my back. You have Hans, and now I’ll have my Kevin.”

Katie looked at me. She walked to the front passenger window. Hans rolled down the window.

Katie said, “Hans. I want you to do whatever Jack asks you to do.”

Hans said nothing. Katie turned to me and said, “Don’t belong, Jack. I’ll get things warmed up.”

I told Hans who Kevin was and asked him to bring him to my hotel. There would be a room ready for him.

Hans asked, “Do you trust this man with your life?”

I told Hans, “Yes, I do, and he’ll make a good team member. I’m betting things will pick up soon. He was there when everything went down in Memphis. He was a Navy Seal for a long time. Hans, my nerves are made of steel when I’m trading. And I learn fast. So, when it hits the fan, and it will hit it, you must trust me. I’ll not turn and run.”

Hans replied, “My gut tells me it is true. You know, Katie cares for you. She worries about you. Please don’t hurt her.”

I leaned into the window and told Hans, “My grandmother raised me to be a gentleman. Fill Kevin in with all you know and let him know everything is handled at the hotel. Whatever he needs. See you later, Hans.”

Turning to head upstairs, I paused momentarily and looked up between the city skyscrapers, past their light, and into the stars. I spoke softly.

I said, “Vladamir, if you are out there, I want you to know I understand all this now. It was a curse for you and now for me. But I promise I’ll see this through and end it.”

I took the elevator, using the code she had given me, up to Katie’s penthouse, staying in the moment as much as possible. I knocked on Katie’s door.

She opened it with a greeting smile.

I asked, “Is the Chinese food tasty in this neighborhood?”

She laughed, “We may have a table, and the kitchen is almost closed. I can get you served. I’m wonderful friends with the chef.”

I continued the playfulness, “Well, please use your influence. My belly missed a meal earlier as I understood the food here much better.”

Katie enjoyed this conversation: “If you follow me, sir. A glass of wine on the terrace would be a good place to relax before we filled our bellies.”

I nodded, “Yes, that sounds like an excellent idea. Please lead the way.”

Katie did a little spinning hop and let her long, flowing black hair down. She got about four or five steps in front of me. At the terrace’s sliding glass door, Katie paused and turned to face me. She leaned back on the door a little. Katie lifted one leg to put her foot on the wall. She threw her head back, shaking her hair from side to side.

She said as she waved her hand to motion me to the terrace, “Would you like wine?”

We both stopped in our tracks, looking one another in the eyes, and burst into laughter. It felt good laughing with Katie. We saw one another for the first time.

Katie said, “Jack, you keep checking out like that, and I may wonder about your intentions.”

“Well,” I told her, “You don’t have to guess my intentions. Look me in the eyes and ask me.”

“I like that,” Katie said to me, “A man not afraid to say what his true intentions are is a nice trait. So, I ask you, Mr. Rivers. What are your intentions?”

I played along, “Well, I must be honest here. You in those baby blue gym shorts and a loose t-shirt make me jealous.”

“Jealous of what? If I may ask.” She replied.

“Well,” I paused before walking over to her couch and sitting down. I’d like to get a little more comfortable with your permission.”

Katie was enjoying this moment as much as I was and said, “Well, by all means. Please get comfortable. And I’m curious to see just how comfortable you get, Jack.”

Without further words, I took off my shoes and socks. I rolled my pants leg up, tossed my jacket in a chair, pulled my tucked shirt from my pants, and started to unbutton my shirt. I looked at Katie, who was still standing in the terrace doorway with city lights and moonlight shining behind her. She had two glasses of wine in her hands.

When my eyes met her commanding green eyes, she sipped her wine and said, “Please continue with the show. I’m still curious to see your comfort level.”

I just smiled, unbuttoning my shirt slowly while keeping eye contact. She remained poker-faced, just taking another sip of her wine. When my last button was free, I took off my shirt. To her surprise, I had a T-shirt on, which I pulled from my pants. And I mimicked Katie by throwing my head back and shaking my head, as she had done earlier.

We stayed in eye contact throughout my scene. Again, our laughs were honest and from the soul. As I moved toward Katie, she extended my glass of wine, which I took. It had been a long day. Before drinking, I raised my glass to toast.

Katie followed my lead, asking, “What shall we toast to, Jack?”

My glass moved toward hers until they touched with a light ring. The wine glasses made a clean sound that echoed through her penthouse. They were expensive glasses, and they sounded so.

I said, “Well, this toast represents the end of the day. There are some productive parts and some not, but such is life. But I wish for this toast to be for this moment. Here is to the clear moonlight that lights our way, this wonderful wine, my charming host, and the best Chinese food served in the world.”

“Oh, Jack,” Katie said after sipping her wine to confirm my toast, “You do so make me laugh. I hoped you had this sense of humor, but I needed to experience it firsthand. And it’s good to share laughter with you. You are a romantic, as I had envisioned. And you are an honest man who has intentions but does not hide them. I’m sorry I was tough on you in the beginning.”

Katie would continue, but I walked past her onto the terrace, which caused her to pause for a moment. Once outside, I turned back toward her and said, “Katie, that was all business in my mind and acceptable. We were laying the groundwork. Establish the terms and conditions, if you will, as we are doing here. What do you expect?”

Katie walked past me toward a railing filled with green vines overlooking this city of lights. Just as our eyes were passing, we lost contact. Katie spoke, facing away from me.

She said, “It is possible that what is happening here, Jack. I understand terms and conditions have a place in life, but do they happen in one’s personal life? Couples have prenuptial. That falls under terms and conditions. And I see more of what you mean by laying the groundwork. But what I’m considering now?

“By all means,” I asked, “please share your concern with me.”

During this brief conversation, Katie’s back was to me, but then she spun and said, “My terms and conditions are that we enjoy our Chinese food. I don’t want your Professor Zeta to find out I didn’t feed you.”

We both laughed aloud.

Then, as Katie walked past me, we began our path to the kitchen. She slowed and said, “I figured out the Professor had more in mind for you than Chinese food, Jack. And Jack, please bring a bottle of wine with you. I hoped we would eat in the kitchen buffet style.”

I said, “This is a nice bottle of wine. Thank you for sharing it with me. How long have you lived here if I may ask?”

“One can always ask, Jack.” She continued, ‘Since I was a small child. My father owns this building. Before you draw a conclusion or ask, I own this penthouse. I bought it five years ago from my father for reasonable value. He was gone a lot when I was young. He and her mother both had affairs. Many broken promises and cheating between the two of them. She lives in France. Without question, he would have given it to me. But I want what is mine to be mine.”

Katie paused for a moment. She was leading us somewhere. Let it play out. During her pause, she laid out our buffet. It was first-class all the way.

She then presented our dinner.

Katie said, “Here we go, Jack. Serve yourself. I’m starving. We have shrimp and vegetables with black bean sauce, Chinese eggplant with garlic sauce—one can never have too much garlic if you ask me—and dumplings stuffed with spinach. You like?”

“I see we are about to have a feast,” I said as I filled my plate.

Sitting next to one another, we refueled our systems. Just what we both needed. Five minutes passed with neither speaking. It was a lovely sharing of much more than the food. We both came up for a breath simultaneously from our meal. I reached across the countertop to get the wine bottle and turned toward Katie. Again, her green eyes met mine. Every time I looked at her. I liked it. I poured her a little more wine. When my eyes returned to hers from her glass of wine.

She asked, “Do you cheat, Jack?”

I took another bite of my dinner. I was not rushing; this moment held no time constraints. I lean back in my chair, looking up at the ceiling.

Katie asked, “What are you pondering about, Jack?”

I leaned forward, taking a piece of shrimp from the soup dish.

I said, “Another plate of food. It’s a treat, and thanks.”

Katie smiled and said, “You are welcome, Jack. I like the way you eat.”

After two bites from my filled plate, I sipped the dark, rich French wine Katie was sharing. And said, “If one listens to the words I speak. Seldom do I use the phrase I promise. And if I use those words. Then, I would never break a promise I made to anyone.”

It was nice that we both paused in our conversation. We both leaned back in our chairs, our heads laid back. I looked at Katie for a moment and then shut my eyes. Katie softened more as the day ended. Observing, her breath was slow and relaxed. This moment was nice.

I said, “Katie, I’m enjoying a wonderful moment here and now.”

Katie exhaled strongly and said, “Jack, I’m enjoying it too. It’s nice. It’s been a long time for me. I’m able to relax and trust. Why is it so difficult to find? I’m not searching, but I am and aware.”

I said, “That’s a statement I agree with there. Are we searching and not knowing it? Are you doing just that? Many would say they will let it happen. Yet, sometimes, I realize Mother Nature needs a little push.”

Katie said, “This was not a chess match. There is no pressure on the other to respond within a period or at all.”

“Yes, I agree,” I said.

With my head still leaning on the back of my chair, I turned toward Katie. Her head was back, and her eyes were closed.

I said, “I don’t know the answer to all questions, Katie. I just try to answer from my heart.”

Katie opened her eyes. They remained focused upward for another minute. Then she turned her head toward me, saying, “Jack, this is one of those evenings I want to never end, but it must. Sleep is in my future. If you are comfortable, I would like you to stay in my guest room tonight. With you there, my evening will drift away into pleasant dreams.”

Still lost in her eyes, I agreed with her.

I said, “Yes, Katie. I know I’ll drift peacefully to sleep. Please go to bed, and I’ll clean the kitchen. You fed me, and I always earn my keep.”

I stood around to the other side of the counter, where I cleaned up after dinner. Katie remained seated for a moment. I felt her eyes on me. She walked around the counter and lightly touched my arm. She rose up on her tippy toes and kissed me on the cheek. Neither spoke for a moment.

Katie broke the silence and said, “Jack, I am going to bed. I will see you later.”

I found my way to her guest bedroom and fell asleep dreaming of Katie. She was a strong lady with a passion for life. She touched my senses on many levels. She brought peace to my world. I had no idea how long I had been sleeping when I felt Katie slip into bed. Words were few.

We blended our physical bodies together, and our spirits became one. At times, we floated about four feet in the air. The next time I woke, it was to the smell of coffee.

As I entered the kitchen, Katie poured me a cup of coffee. Without words, I walked over to Katie, gave her a gentle hug and a kiss on the forehead, and said, “I hope this continues. If it keeps going forward, I promise not to cheat on you anyway. That is my word.”

Katie smiled and said, “This will move forward, and I trust you. Now, how can I help you with the task at hand?”

I finished my coffee, and just before leaving for my hotel, I told Katie I would give her an update as soon as I had one. I told her it was time to dial deep into this journey in front of us. It seemed sad that the reality of what we had become involved in was not for the weak-hearted.


Chapter 55
The Computer


Back at the hotel, I checked the markets and waited for Kevin to arrive. Hans delivered him mid-morning. I gave Kevin some time to get settled into his room. Kevin’s room was across the hall from mine. When he opened the door before, he could greet me.

I said, “I am happy you made it unharmed. Now, here is a little inside information about me. I sometimes respond slowly. Keep in mind the times I don’t respond. I’m not being rude. There’s a lot on my mind. And I judge we can do away with the greeting formalities each time we get together.”

I turned, heading into my room. Kevin caught on fast, following me. I sat down at the small desk in the corner. Placed the laptop down.

I told Kevin, “I came about this computer last night from an MIT guy, who is smart and a little tricky.”

Without speaking, Kevin walked over and picked up the laptop. He held it up and looked at it from top to bottom and side to side.

Kevin said, “MIT guy, you say. If you notice, this laptop has more USB ports than a standard computer. This built-in USB is not original. Now, let me ask you. Have you turned this computer on since it has been in your hands?”

I looked at the hidden USB on the computer and asked Kevin, “No. What is going on here?”

Kevin pulled the USB from the computer and said, “My guess is it’s a tracker. If you turned this computer on, he would know your location and be able to track you no matter where you traveled, including all your keystrokes. Smart but beatable. I have disabled the tracking mode.”

The computer was secure. I turned it on and launched the program to break the code. We needed another keyword. The program allowed us to switch between English and Russian.

I said, “Last night, we used the Russian word for gold to break the first half of the code.”

My eyes went around the room. When they landed on Kevin.

He smiled and said, “Gold? Russia? Money? Hunt? Try treasure, Jack. Wait, let me look it up. The best Russian word for treasure is cokpobnlle or close to it.”

I entered his suggestion, which broke the second half of the code. Now, the exact latitude and longitude pop up.

I looked at Kevin and said, “Good job, Kevin. Now, come over here, please. I must trust someone with this information. And we are from the same playground. I am giving you some information to memorize.”

I wrote the code from the child’s leg bone, the keywords, and the latitude and longitude and handed it to Kevin.

I said, “Don’t forget these. Memorize this information, then destroy the paper.”

My attention turned back to the computer screen. I entered the deciphered codes. There it was: our destination. Zooming in and out on the map, I stopped, spinning the computer toward Kevin.

I said, “This is where we are headed.”

Kevin zoomed in and out on the map and said, “Jack. This is one of the deepest parts of the ocean. Five miles deep in some areas. You’ll need a long snorkel to go there.”

I stayed on course and asked, “But is it doable? It must be doable. Why else would they have put it there?”

Kevin had ideas and said, “It is hard to say. But whoever put it there thought this out. And those who did this were ahead of their time if it had been there long. Only a few diving machines could survive the pressure at such depths. And most of them have come about in the last five years. So, is it doable? That part of the ocean is hazardous with unpredictable weather patterns. You will need a huge ship.”

I paused momentarily and said, “Kevin, you were in the Navy. Make me a list—a detailed one. How do we get there, and what will it take to search the ocean floor? Then how do we get the gold to the surface? I’ll be back later. And do not worry about the cost. The money is there.”

I left and headed out for a walk to clear my mind. This task had become daunting in many ways.

I needed to see Katie. I started my walk toward her office building. A paranoid feeling set in. And was it just that? Either way, I had to be sure I was not being followed. I took my time on my walk. Down a few alleys. Through some building lobbies. In one door and out the back. After fifteen minutes of my random paths. The feeling of being followed subsided a little. I continued my random path until this feeling subsided a little more. Then, I headed to Katie’s office.

The office guides by the elevator said Katie’s office was on floor sixty-nine. I exited the elevator; the lobby was huge and plush. I saw the armed guard sitting at a desk in the room’s corner. This firm handled billions of dollars. The armed guard was for those who did not take too kindly to lose money and might wish to have an unwelcome visit to their broker. The guard gave me another layered sense of security for Katie. The guard and I acknowledged one another as I approached the receptionist’s desk.

Before, the lady at the desk could greet me. I said, “Hi. My name is Jack Rivers.”

I recognized the receptionist’s voice when she said, “I’ll let her know you are here, Mr. Rivers. Please have a seat.”

A few minutes passed before the receptionist returned, asking me to follow her.

Upon entering Katie’s apartment office, I noticed it had all the bells and whistles, just as she had described it to me. A wall of monitors allowed her to track all the financial markets around the world in real time.

Katie was on the phone and remained seated. I sat down in a chair in front of her desk.

She hung up and said, “Well, this is not how I wanted to greet you, but I guess we are working.”

With this remark, Katie got up and came over to me. I remained seated. She leaned over and gave me a light kiss on the forehead. Without speaking, she returned to her chair.

I said, “That is more like it. And we must talk. But first, we need to get a plan together. Where’s Hans?”

Katie got out of her chair without speaking. She walked over to the door behind her desk. Hans was sitting at a table cleaning his pistol when she opened the door. Without question, this guy is a beast.

It was nice to know Hans is always prepared. I told Hans, “You two be in my room tonight at seven. Don’t worry about covering your tracks. If they are here. I want them to see you.”


Chapter 56
Smoke and Mirrors


Seven on the dot. There was a knock at my door. Kevin opened the door and let Katie and Hans enter. We all found a place to sit.

The meeting with me saying, “The Russians are here. They are watching us. We cannot kill them all off. They will kill everyone but me. They may try to take one of us hostage to get to me.”

I stared hard at Katie until she realized. I was talking about her. Before she could speak.

I said, “Let me lay out this plan and its steps.”

Step 1) Katie will wear a wig, sunglasses, and an overcoat. Also, do not wear any of your designer shoes. And everyone must always wear gloves when handling the bag. Hans, you make sure she gets this right. We do not need fingerprints on anything any of us have touched. She will go to the bus terminal and place a brown paper bag in a locker. The bag will have a pair of unused socks to give it some weight. Three pairs will be needed for this to work safely. We will use socks we have yet to wear if the police look for DNA. I will wait 30 to 45 minutes before I go get the bag. We must give the Russians enough time to discover the locker. I will take a paper bag to the bank each day. Go in, make a transaction, and leave without the bag.

Step 2) Kevin will contact Dennis and get the barrel of one of the guns used in Memphis to put those Russians down. Just the barrel in case the overnight package Dennis will send to this hotel in my name is checked for any reason. I can deny knowing about it, and a good lawyer should be able to get me out of any trouble if we are caught. Kevin, we need this done as soon as possible.

Step 3) Hans will go to a travel agency, one down the street from the bus terminal, every day to research buying 4 tickets to Russia. Get first-class tickets. The Russians must have time to follow you and get their curiosity up. Sit in the front window so you can be seen. And take your time. Spend 45 or an hour each day with the travel agent. Hopefully, the Russians and I will bet they will visit the travel agent. They will find out one way or another about our travel plans.

Step 4) Katie will not secure the locker on the third day. By then, the Russians should be on us and take the bait. We need them to take the paper bag from the locker. When the Russians take the paper bag, it will have the barrel from the pistol used in Memphis. Kevin has background knowledge concerning the barrel of the gun. He thinks if the police do their job right, they can do a ballistics test with just the barrel and trace it back to Memphis.

Step 5) Once the Russians take the bait, Kevin will stand by dressed in a hoodie so the cameras cannot detect his identity.

Step 6) Whether this plan works or not. We all get on a plane to fly to Pakistan.

Everyone was quiet, thinking over this crazy plan, and I said, “Now, if anyone is out, they need to get out now. Katie, this is real and not a game. I want your safety at all costs.”

Katie said, “I like the plan, and it might work if the Russians take the bait, as you said.”

I gave everyone a few more minutes to think this through. When no one said anything, I said, “Okay, we start the day after tomorrow.”

Katie asked, “Jack, how did you two devise this plan?”

I said, “Kevin was a Navy Seal for a long time and has run black ops missions. And me, well, I have enough crazy in me to think this way.”

On the second day, we could feel the Russians watching us. On the third day, they took the paper bag from the unlocked locker at the bus terminal.

As planned, Kevin stood by waiting. When he saw the Russian take the bag with the barrel, he went to the police officer standing close by drinking coffee.

Kevin kept his head low and said to the officer, “See that guy over there with that brown paper bag.” Kevin waited a moment until the office gave a nod yes and then said, “In that bag is the barrel of a pistol used to kill two people in Memphis a few weeks back.”

The officer gave Kevin a quick glance.

Keven said, “This arrest might get you off bus terminal duty. What have you lost asking him what is in the bag?”

The office approached the Russian and asked what was in the bag?

The Russian could feel the metal in the bag but was unsure what was in it. He showed reluctance to hand the bag over to the officer. The officer stepped back and asked for the bag one more time. When the Russian did not comply this time. The officer knew the information Kevin had given had some validity to it. The officer drew his pistol. His gun was pointed at the Russian with his other hand extended and open. The Russian had no choice but to hand the bag to the officer.

The officer kept his pistol pointed at the Russian as he worked with one hand to open the bag. It had precisely what Kevin had told him would be in it.

By this time, the crowd had scattered seeing the drawn pistol, and two other officers had come to support their fellow officer. Once, the officer held the barrel up to show his backup. They all converged quickly, and the Russian was faced down in cuffs in no time.

The officer, who Kevin had tipped off, glanced around for Kevin, who had left the area.

More officers were on the scene. They took the handcuffed Russian out onto the streets, where four or five police cars had arrived. The Russian was still bewildered, trying to understand what had happened to him.

As the police were putting the Russian into the back of one of the police cars, he was looking around for help, which would not be coming to his rescue.

I was standing directly across the street wearing a hat and sunglasses. I continued to stare at the Russian until he saw me. I lowered my glasses so he could see my eyes and gave him a slight smile.

Later that night, we all met at Katie’s. There was a toast, but we had to stay the course. I reminded everyone we were leaving for Pakistan in two days, so get their affairs in order. This could be a long trip.

I told our group, “Odds, the Russians may be leery of us now because they know we will continue to fight back as we did in Memphis and here today. You can bet going forward, they will bring their A-game. We must stay on our toes and trust no one outside this group.”

Katie looked at me, and I said, “You’re not leaving my side henceforth.”

Katie smiled and said, “I like that plan, Jack. I’ll be ready.”


Chapter 57
Pakistan


When we landed in Pakistan, Kassim was waiting outside the airport terminal with two vans. The greeting was brief, with me only having to introduce Kevin. Kassim was driving one van; the second driver was Hamza, his nephew. He said his name meant stable and lion. Kassim informed us that Hamza could get anything done. We were to trust him.

Kevin and I rode in the second van with Hamza. After some small talk, Kevin pulled out a piece of paper.

Kevin said, “That’s the list you told me to make back at the hotel in New York.”

I extended my hand out, “Can I see the list?” I looked at it briefly and handed it to Hamza.

Hamza glanced at the list and said, “A submarine? Kassim told me this would not be an easy task. And now I know what he meant.”

The list asks for a ship at least one hundred and fifty feet long to handle the rough seas. A deep diving vessel, such as an Alvin. Scuba gear with underwater communications with gas dive for six with nitrogen. Ten M4 Carbines. Ten Glock 19 pistols. 500 rounds for the rifles and 500 hundred for the guns, with extra clips for all. Jacket and leg holsters for the pistols. Six bulletproof vests. And one M2.50 Caliber with a triangle deck mount. 2000 thousand rounds for the M2.

I asked, “Is that equipment even possible to get?”

Kevin and Hamza looked at one another and laughed a little.

Hamza said, “This is Pakistan. If you have the money. Anything is possible. And my uncle says there is no limit. So yes, it is possible. My only question is, how soon do you need it?”

Kevin said, “I want the pistols today or first thing in the morning. Then we can move on to filling the rest of the list.”

Hamza complied, “Yes, by morning, I can have that in place.”

Kassim had booked us a room on the hotel’s top floor, which has four bedrooms, a conference room, and a terrace.

When Kevin saw the hotel room, he asked Hamza, “Can you add a security scanner to that list to detect bugs that might be or get in the room? Plus, ten walkie talkies. Four cell phone jammers. Jack, we need more support. You’re not trained. Hans is, and I am experienced. We need four more team members. Hans can pick two, and I will pick two of mine. That, okay?”

Kevin’s list overwhelmed me: “Kevin, get what we need to survive this mission. Get with Hans. He is onboard.”

Kevin looked at Hamza and said, “Hamza, make this happen.”

Kassim had been quiet throughout all this. When I looked at him, I asked, “Is everything okay, boss?”

Kassim motioned me closer so I could only hear his words.

Kassim whispered, “Jack, I’m nervous about all this and being here. I’m leaving. We can communicate by phone or through Hamza. I have my family to protect.”

Seldom did Kassim’s voice shake when he spoke. I put my hand on his shoulder and said, “Mr. Kassim. I completely understand. You go home. We got this, and I’ll keep you updated.”

After Kassim left, I said, “Kevin, go with Hans and get the backup. Pay them well so they don’t question their loyalty to us. Fly them in soon. It’s game time.”


Chapter 58
Another Terrace


Katie had been in one of the bedrooms, setting up an internet connection with her office. She had ongoing business to watch.

I stuck my head in the door and said, “Katie, we have a terrace. It’s not the view of the last terrace we shared, but baby blue is still my favorite color.”

She replied. “The terrace is not, Jack. We can make it work.”

Katie joined me on the terrace. I put my arm around her waist and pulled her close to me.

I said, “It will not always be this situation. I prefer it no other way than standing on any terrace with you.”

She laid her head on my shoulder and said, “Yes, I’m thankful, too, Jack. It seems like a dream. And I don’t aspire to wake from it.”

“Yes,” I told her, “I’m floating here with you. It is lovely to be in the company of a strong, smart lady who’s not afraid to let her hair down. Things will become worse before they get better. And I don’t expect there is much you cannot handle. But if this gets too much, you say the word, and I do my best to get you out of this journey.”

“Jack, yes, we will guard each other’s back,” Katie told me, “As long as we are together, I’m fine with all this at this point.”

I kissed Katie on the cheek, “I’m honored to stand next to you. Gives me goosebumps.”

Katie said, “When this task is all said and done, will we feel the same way about one another? I have asked myself this question a few times since the other night. Has this project brought two people together who are both in a time of emotional need?” How do you perceive it, Jack?”

Katie’s question was welcomed. I would be to the point, too, to free some air.

I said, “Well, one thing for absolute. That was the best Chinese food I’ve ever had in my life. No other is in my mind. I’m more worried about me in your world than vice versa. I’m not a Harvard graduate. Now. I’m not intimated by your group, and I will speak my mind if pushed.”

Katie chuckled and said, “You’re right about not being like us Harvard graduates. You’re more like one of those who founded Harvard. Your blend is pleasant. Some mountain man from the inner city. Honest, too much sometimes, but it feels good to be in your company.”

I took her hand, lifted it, and kissed it. I said, “No one has ever spoken to me that way, Katie. We are both speeding things up, so we can see where this goes between us. I’ve ridden fast. We all ride fast. It’s the past. And, like I said, I’m all in with this and not just for the moment. That’s what I’m hoping from you.”

Katie smiled and said, “Jack, we must leave this place. It does not feel right. For the record, my father knows nothing about this venture, as he would call it. Tell me where we start our search. I’m in this as deeply as anyone else. An idea comes to mind.”

I took Katie by the hand and led her back into the conference room, where Kevin and Hans chatted. These two guys loved seeing our moment.

I asked Kevin, who had become the point guard, to share all the information about this project with Katie. Katie sat with Kevin and Hans. I wandered back onto the terrace. Twenty minutes had passed when I heard Katie coming my way. She walked beside me as we both focused on the coming night.

Only a few moments passed, and Katie said one word, “Africa.”

I ask, “Why?”

Katie replied, “Kevin laid it out for me. My father owns an international shipping company. He builds mega-ships and then rents them. He deals with mega-ships all over the world. I learned this when I was young. I have access to all his contacts. And he need not be told at all. Remember, if we are in a pinch with anything to do with the sea. Just in case, his number is not bad to call.”

I placed my arm around Katie’s shoulder. Her response warmed me. I kissed her on the cheek.

I said, “Here’s my wish list. We go to bed, order some dinner, and hang out. Then we go to Africa. Is that okay with you?”

Katie stepped back, smiling. She took me by the hand. We sauntered through the conference room, dizzy in many ways. Kevin and Hans were still creating and reviewing the project strategies.

I said, “Change of plans. Kaite says, Africa. Kevin, please push Hamza hard first thing in the morning. I want a plane loaded with your weapons. We want a cargo plane. Arms in the front. Load the rest of the plane with water, food, and clothes for six weeks. Better safe and sorry. We need the backup. I want us out of here in two days. Three as the most.”

I was ready for the alone time with Katie.

I said, “We have an open tab here. Order or get anything you want. I liked your choices at dinner the other night.”

I asked, “Which side do you like to sleep on?”

Katie looked around and said, “I’m not too particular, but we are setting a repeating pattern. I will leave it up to you.”

We settled into our agreed-upon sides. We ordered food and stuck with our first dinner strategy—many different appetizers. We ate and watched old black-and-white Charlie Chan movies in Pakistan. None of that matters as much as Katie and I relaxing in this moment together.

Morning came. Fresh and rested. I suggested no hurry.

“If it’s okay with you. The guys have enough to do until noon. Let’s linger here a little more. It’s so nice.”

We began to kiss again. We woke up just past noon.


Chapter 59
They Never Stop


Idressed slowly, allowing time to review all that was happening. I entered the conference room. I grabbed a cup of coffee and went onto the terrace. My eyes scanned below at street level. It was not odd for a man to stand on the road. But this man had one eye. He looked familiar to me. My eyes stayed fixed upon him, as his mine.

I summoned Kevin, “Kevin, look at this situation. See the man across the street. I may have seen him before. If he gets away, that would be another group to deal with on this journey.

Kevin called Hans to the terrace. He instructed Hans to walk to the other end of the patio and point, acting excited to distract the one-eyed man. Hans got the one-eyed man’s attention. When I turned back toward Kevin, he had vanished.

That was that for now. I returned to our bedroom and took Katie a cup of coffee. She was working.

I said, “Good afternoon. Here’s some coffee. In the next few days, we may be in a holding pattern. I will take this time to catch up on some business. I’ll see you at the end of the day.”

Katie sipped her coffee and said, “Yes, I have lots to do, too. Jack, the talk was good last night. Swiss is a much-needed asset, and she will meet us in Africa. Are you going to be all right with her coming?”

I kissed Katie on the forehead and said, “I’m fine with her coming. She is part of your life as I am now. We all must come together. It might as well be sooner than later. Where are we going to Africa? Have you figured that out yet?”

Katie looked at her laptop sitting on her lap and said, “I’ll know soon. I am about to access some of my dad’s company files. I first need you to get us some contact information and let them know we are coming their way. Once I’ve made contact, it will reveal our destination.”

I left the room. We all needed our own space and privacy. At sunset, we all came out of our zones simultaneously. First, I spotted Kevin sitting at a laptop. I gave him a questioning look.

Kevin said, “I took care of our visitor. But like you said, we must go, or his friends may come looking for us. We don’t need another set of bloodhounds on our tails. The Russians may put a bounty on us.”

Kevin told me Hamza had arranged for a plane. Kevin said he approved of the one-hundred-thousand-dollar plane ride, which he negotiated down from a hundred and fifty thousand. They would pack the plane with provisions. The plane will be ready to take off late tomorrow night. He also told me his two backups would arrive by morning. And Han’s team would meet us in Africa. He informed me Katie had given him the destination. We set ourselves up to move forward. We all knew the center of the fire was getting closer, but there was no reason to get out the band-aids unless we were bleeding.

When I entered the conference room the following day, Kevin and Hans were, as usual, going over our plans. Also in the room were a man and a woman dressed in street clothes.

Kevin introduced, “Jack, this is Kelly; we call her Kell. She speaks five languages and is an expert in hand-to-hand combat. She is also a weapons expert.”

I shook hands with Kell and said, “Hand to hand. Someone reminded me not to get on her unpleasant side.”

Kell laughed, replying, “I’ll remind you if need be.”

Kevin continued with his introduction and said, “And this is David. We progressed through Seal training together. We did several tours together, not to mention the special assignment we completed. David’s training resume is long, so I will not review all the details. The bottom line is there’s no mission I wouldn’t go on and not trust my life to David.”

I shook David’s hand and said, “Nice to have you on board. Thank you both for getting here on such brief notice. Kevin has briefed you, so be ready for anything.”

Kevin asked me to join him in the corner of the room. Kevin opened a bag packed with some of Kevin’s weapons, which he had ordered from Hamza. He handed me a Glock 19.

Kevin, “Jack, I got you a shoulder holster to conceal your weapon under a jacket or shirt. The only problem with this holster is that it requires cross-drawing, which can slow you down by a second or two. The point is if you’re thinking about drawing. Draw. You have one clip on the gun, and the holster holds two extras. So that is forty-five rounds of ammo. That should be enough to slow most down.”

Once I put on my holster, I felt calm, and as the day passed, I became a little more comfortable wearing it.

A round dark, Hans said, “It’s time to go.”

We exited the hotel to find two vans waiting to take us to the airport. On our way, Hamza looked nervous.

Hamza said, “We’re being followed. Any idea on how to handle this, Jack.”

I told Hamza to let them get a little closer. Turn sharp as if we are trying to lose them. Find an alley to turn down. Make your turn quick. Stopped fast. I want Kevin and David to get out with me to rush their car with weapons drawn. We will not have to kill them, but they will choose. I looked at Kevin and David putting silencers on their pistols.

Hamza set the bait, made a sharp right, and at once pulled our van behind a dumpster. Kevin and David were out before me, approaching their car with their weapons aimed at the vehicle, which carried four men. They instructed the men to raise their hands. I moved to the driver’s window.

I said, “Okay, guys. Not too sure why you are following us, but as you can tell, that’s not such a wise move.”

The driver told me they were not following us, but it was a coincidence we were all headed in the same direction. And that would not see us again. I would accept this and let everyone be on their way. The man sitting in the back seat on the passenger side was not in agreement.

His voice was loud, “You killed my uncle, and now you must die.”

I raised my hand to motion him to stop and said, “Don’t do this. Stop. Stop.”

He sealed his faith when he did not listen. He drew out a small semi-automatic rifle from between his legs to point it at me. It was over quickly. Kevin and David responded without hesitation. Ten shots came from their silenced pistols. It was over, and we looked around the alley. All seemed clear. Hamza sped off toward the airport.

The van was silent the rest of the way to the airport. We needed no words to explain what had happened and why it had happened. Everyone knew what we had to do going forward to protect ourselves.

We entered the airport and went ahead to the private runway area. The guards waved us through. Hamza had done his job paying off everyone on our path. The plane was an old passenger jet plane with the seats removed from the back half. Kevin and Hans took a quick inventory.

And Hans gave Hamza a thumbs up.

Hamza said, “I got everything on there but the submarine. You get that in Africa.”

We smiled, shook hands with Hamza, taxied onto the runway several moments later, and took off for Africa.

After the plane leveled off at its flying attitude, we all approached Katie in a semicircle around her. She had set up this leg of our journey.

Katie laid out the plan for when we landed in Africa. She told us we would meet Captain Sinclair. The captain was an old business associate of her dad’s. She had known him since she was a child. Kaite told us to trust her decision. No one objected.

The rest of the flight was quiet. Most of us sleep on and off. We all went on alert when we felt the wheels touch down


Chapter 60
Captain Sinclair


Our plane rolled to a stop. We saw a van and a truck approach us. When the plane’s cargo doors opened, three men came aboard, two-headed to our supplies.

One man said, “Everyone, please go to the van. It will take you to Captain Sinclair. We will bring your bags along shortly.”

The ride was about thirty minutes to the entrance of a shipyard. The guard at the gate waved us through. After another five minutes, we stopped in front of an enormous cargo ship.

We boarded, and we showed our cabins. In one hour, Katie and I were to meet Captain Sinclair in his quarters.

It was nice to see Katie and Captain Sinclair embrace as old family members who had not seen one another in a long time. Katie gave me a quick introduction to the captain. Their small talk about the old days lasted about five minutes, and then Katie, being the businessperson, got us back on why we were here.

We sat around the table in the middle of the room. The captain had brought wine and cheese, which we were invited to make ourselves at home. We enjoyed it.

Captain Sinclair broke the silence, “Well, Mr. Rivers. Katie tells me to trust you. I’ll offer my trust until I am no longer confident. I could tell Katie was a little sweet to you during our phone calls. Keep it in mind. I am not, and this is all business. And I expect everyone to hold up their end of the bargain.”

My eyes circled the room as Captain Sinclair finished his welcoming speech.

I returned to the terms, “Yes, I agree. We trust until trust is no longer there. A two-way street is what we have here. We both go off Katie’s word. I faith in her words.”

Pausing, I looked at Katie, “Kind of sweet on me, are you?”

She smiled, and I continued, “We’re missing one part to make this journey work. We need a deep, and I mean deep-diving vessel. Odds are we’ll be diving several miles deep.”

I waited for Captain Sinclair’s response, and he said, “Yes, I’ve investigated that as well, based on what Katie has described. It should be doable. I think we will not be using the one you arranged in Pakistan. It is an unsafe bucket of bolts.”

He paused, but I did not speak. Captain Sinclair continued, “I’ll need payment before we shove off. Ten thousand a day for the ship and crew. I want twenty days upfront. And the sub owner wants a full deposit. Let’s say a hundred thousand should cover that end. The sub-owner will supply a captain for another ten thousand. Or you can take the chance by operating it yourselves.”

Again, Captain Sinclair paused, waiting for a response.

Katie said, “We’ll want the sub-captain for a few days to train our driver.”

Puzzled a little. I looked over at Katie. She answered my questions before I could ask them.

Kaite said, “Swiss will be our captain, Jack. She has the qualifications. Swiss is a sea expert. She grew up on the sea.”

Katie was brilliant, and I trusted her judgment, “Okay if you say so, that is how it will be.”

At that moment, Captain Sinclair tossed a piece of paper onto the table before me. The captain had written a bank’s wiring instructions—in Switzerland. He told me that a room behind the bridge was his telecommunication center. He explained that the officer running this for him had global communication and that he would help me with the wire transfer. He asked me to go there now to get the ball rolling.

I stood looking at Katie and said, “I’ll be fine, Katie. Stay and catch up with an old friend. I’ll meet you at our cabin in a little while.”

Before leaving the captain’s quarters, he told me, “Mr. Rivers, please keep it in mind. This is my ship, and I run it tight.”

I looked the captain in the eyes and said, “Yes, that is something I’ll not forget, and I like things to run too tight. But please keep it in mind. I’m writing the checks.”

We both were okay with this, as we were marking our ground. I headed to the ship’s command center to make the payment.

The next day was slow, with everyone walking the ship to learn its layout. I saw Han’s team board the ship in the late afternoon. There would be plenty of time to meet and greet at sea. I noticed how they carried themselves; you could see they had no fear. I always wanted security on the deck. The bridge was high, with windows giving a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view. This would be the lookout point to see whoever approached the ship by land, air, or sea.

After sunset, one of the captain’s crew members came to our door, telling us to prepare to go ashore with the captain for dinner in fifteen minutes. I told Katie I would meet her topside.

I went to see Kevin and Hans, who were bunking together.

I told them, “Here’s what I want. I want someone on point and someone to watch our backs. We’re leaving the ship in ten minutes with the captain. I want someone on Katie’s back twenty-four-seven, including on the ship. Hans, you handle that as you and Katie have a system in place.”

We briefly walked down the pier with Captain Sinclair before entering the bar.

Captain Sinclair paused us before we entered and said, “This is a shipyard. Full of some good and some horrible people who sell their souls for a drink. Keep that in mind as you move about inside. I’ve got my table, so we should be fine.”

As we were about to enter, Katie looked at her watch and said, “We need to wait another minute or two.”

A van pulled up in front of the bar. Swiss got out and hugged Katie and Captain Sinclair. She walked over to me and hugged me.

Swiss said, “Well, hello, Jack. It’s good to see you again. So, we are all on the same page. I know what is happening between you and Katie, and I couldn’t be happier for both of you.”

We all entered the bar. A barback escorted us to the captain’s table, which sat in a small, round room off the main bar floor. It had room for eight and a curtain to make it more private.

The barback continued to shadow Captain Sinclair until we were all seated.

The captain waved his hand across the table and said, “Please bring us a lot of food and drink. We celebrate the adventure that is upon us.”

The bar back gave a slight bow. He turned to face the bar and waved his hand across the table. The bar back leaned over to whisper in Captain Sinclair’s ear.

The captain stood and said, “Please excuse me for a moment. I’ve got some business in the back to take care of and will return shortly. Please order what you like and as much of it as you wish.”

We all turned to face one another at the round table.

I spoke first, “So, Swiss. Katie tells me you can drive a submarine.”

Swiss corrected me, “Jack, I can pilot a sub. About anything else, floats or flies. Are you nervous about having a woman pilot, Jack?”

The last part of her statement was light-hearted.

I told her, “No, I’m not nervous. I would not underestimate either of you two.”

Captain Sinclair returned to the table. He sat and took a drink. He looked around the table to make sure he had everyone’s attention and said, “Well, well, well. You have brought trouble sooner than I expected. Your Russians are here. They’re asking to charter a fast-ocean-going ship. They want the fastest one around. And it is mine.”

Captain Sinclair paused, looked at me, and asked, “How do you think we should handle this situation?”

No one responded, and the captain continued, “I’m a businessman. And I’ll rent them my fast boat.”

Katie asked, “Why would you do that for them? You recognize who the Russians are and why they are here.”

The captain continues, “My sweet, Katie. You perceive the old saying. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. If I rent them my boat. We’ll always know their location. I’ll communicate with their captain, who always works for me. It is a grand plan. Who disagrees?”

With a brief pause and an eye check around the table, no one disagreed. Captain Sinclair continued, “They are here in the bar now. Look at the far corner. The two sizeable men. I’m told they have ten other members in their party. Soldiers. And they have a lot of luggage. I’m guessing weapons and even perhaps some diving equipment. Now, Jack, this brings me to my point. My ships are equipped for the deep blue. We have radar to watch them, but they will track us well. We must set up some decoy boats to throw them off our trail. This way, we can have a head start.”

I said, “Your plans sound good. Now, how much more will this cost us? And let’s cut to the chase. I want to order everything on the menu at once. Stop with the add-ons getting slipped in to raise the price.”

Captain Sinclair leaned back and said, “Well, Mr. Rivers, since you have already spent an impressive deal of money with me. Since you are Katie’s friend, I’ll cut you a deal. Pay for the cost to run the ship for ten days. Fuel and crew costs. Let’s say five thousand a day should cover the cost.”

We agreed, finished our meal, and headed back to the ship. I noticed a big older ship docked across from Captain Sinclair’s shop.

I asked, “Captain Sinclair. That old rust bucket docked over there. What is its story?”

Captain Sinclair kept his pace. Not even looking in the ship’s direction I was asking about.

He said, “That is an old Russian ship. I bought it some years back for scrap metal. The sellers told me the ship had some interesting history behind it. He said he thought it played a major part in the 1917 coup in Russia. Tell me, Mr. Rivers. What sparks your interest in such an old ship?”

I said, “I’m not sure, Captain Sinclair. Just a funny feeling came across when I first looked it over. No enormous deal. Gave me a weird sense for a moment.”

The next day on the ship was busy. The mini submarine arrived, and there was plenty of movement to prepare the boat for getting underway.

The morning came early, and the ship woke us as it moved from the dock. A tugboat sounded its horn as it moved alongside to help the ship navigate its way out of the harbor.

I was standing on the bridge with Captain Sinclair. This ship was slow but big and safe.

About ten miles offshore, Captain Sinclair said, “Okay. Mr. Rivers. Now is the time. What are the coordinates? I need to know now so I can implement the decoy plan.”

I gave Captain Sinclair the treasure’s location north of our current location.

The captain spoke on his radio, “We are heading south by southeast for three hundred miles. We will cross in two days.”

Captain Sinclair revealed his decoy plan, “Well, Mr. Rivers, if this works for us. We should be able to lose the Russians for the time being. The decoy ship has the same radar footprint as this one. We’ll crisscross with the decoy ship every few days. Soon, we’ll be able to find the Russian on the radar. After we crisscross, we’ll steam for several hundred miles. We’ll do this until the Russians take the bait and follow the decoy ship. Once we’re satisfied, we’ve lost them. We will head toward your coordinates.”

I liked Captain Sinclair’s plan. We would meet on the bridge every day. He had found the Russians on his radar.

They are bold, he said. They were only laying off our location by about fifty miles.

I agreed with Captain Sinclair: “Yes, they are brass. I don’t think the Russians are hiding. They may be waiting for us to find the bounty. Then, they may move in and try to take this ship. And as for us, they’ll not care if we are dead or alive.”

The decoy ship passed within 200 feet of our boat. Each boat headed on a different bearing. Captain Sinclair steamed for 100 miles. The vessel was slowed to see if the Russians were still tracking us or had taken the bait. On the third crisscross, the captain informed everyone that the Russians had taken the bait. He said it was time to find the treasure’s location.

Captain Sinclair warned us of the dangerous waters as we entered the area known as the Puerto Rico Trench.

He said, “There’s no telling what type of weather we’ll encounter. There are fault lines and storms. The storms can come from nowhere. This is one of the deepest parts of the ocean, five miles deep in some areas. And they have not yet explored most of this area of the ocean floor. It puzzles me how those who used this area to hide their treasure learned about this trench’s depth so long ago. They got lucky. They had no choice. It looks as if your coordinates laid the ship on a ledge. The ship may be wedged in, and the storms did not settle her to the bottom of the trench. But we’ll find out soon enough.”

Swiss spent most of her time learning how to run the submarine. There was much to this submarine’s capabilities. It was a three-person submarine. There were two options to manage the subs for searches. The first we started with was to pull the sub behind the ship. There was enough line to keep the sub connected to the vessel when the sub was over one mile deep. We would use the sub’s sophisticated cameras to zoom in on the ocean floor about four miles deep. We will program the subs camera to search for rusted metal. If the cameras detect metal. They would automatically mark the location and alert us. This saved us from having one person staring at the cameras twenty-four hours a day.

The sub marked several locations during the next several days. One early morning, the alerts went off again on the sub. No one seemed to hurry to investigate the alarm because of dead-end leads from the past.

This time, the pictures showed the silhouette of an enormous ship. We returned to the spot. Swiss worked the cameras, which soon revealed, as Captain Sinclair had hoped, a large rusty ship wedged between two boulders. We spent the day studying the camera pictures. The only problem was that the sunken ship was a little out of the submarine’s automatic features range. The lines connecting the submarine to the vessel are short.

Swiss called for a meeting. She explained the lack of depth the submarine had attached to the lifeline. But if we went ahead with caution, the sub would be fine. She said the sub could run for up to five days under its own power. It could carry fuel, food, and oxygen for three days to support its three-person capacity. She planned to keep the line attached to the ship until it reached its depth limit. Unattached and go solo. The currents were strong, so the boat would have to stay ready in chase mode if the submarine could not hold its position. This submarine had remote-controlled arms for scooping objects from the seafloor. The submarine’s cargo area hosted a two-thousand-pound limit.

I did the math quickly and said, “The price of gold fluctuates between one thousand and twelve hundred dollars an ounce. At one thousand an ounce, that’s thirty-two million per trip.”

Katie was doing the math and asked, “Yes, that’s about right, Jack. How long will it take to load one gold bar at a time?”

Swiss replied, “If your gold is there, and if we find it and find gold bars to retrieve one at a time, I’m guessing maybe a week to get a full load. However, safety is important. That deep for such lengthy periods will be dangerous for many reasons. Two-day trips are what I’m thinking. There is a small bathroom, and we will all be getting close and personal. Oh, wait. We’ve been there, done that.”

Katie and I did not speak. We just rolled our eyes at Swiss.

Captain Sinclair had been quiet until now and said, “We need to find the gold first. And track any storms. And let us remember the Russians. I noticed an airplane flying over low the other day. The plane was flying a zig-zag pattern, which is a search technique. The Russians have more resources than I had thought. We need to splash the sub.”

I agreed with Captain Sinclair, “Yes, time is an element. Swiss, can we be ready to go in the morning?”

Swiss said, “I thought you had it in you, Jack. Bravo. And Katie, I read you well. It will be us three on the first trip for sure. Preparation will start at six in the morning. Let’s be wet by nine.”

The submarine was a close fit for us all. This would be a claustrophobic nightmare. I had that trait. In the small quarters, controlling my breathing is essential.

As the water rushed up over the submarine’s portholes. The reality of how dangerous this dive seemed to sink into all of us. No one spoke.

Kevin would watch the submarine’s lifeline from the top until we reached its limit. After about an hour of our slow descent, the submarine jerked.

A voice came from the radio. It was Kevin who had been guiding us down.

Kevin said, “I hope all is well. The line can’t take you any further. My radar shows the ship below you. Swiss, you have the disconnect control button. Let me know before you plan to break free.”

Swiss said, “All looks fine down here, Kevin. I’ll do a five-second countdown and release. Wish us luck.”

After the countdown, we broke free. Swiss fought with the sub’s controls to keep us steady as we slowly sank deeper into the darkness of the sea. Swiss turned on the extra outside lights. The ocean became daylight within reach of the spotlights.


Chapter 61
Gold


The ocean currents came in waves only a few seconds apart. They would hit our submarine, pushing us upward ten feet each time in a springing motion. Swiss did her best to keep control of our vessel.

Swiss said, “This is difficult. If the sub’s motors were weaker, the currents would push us to the surface. We must come in at a different angle.”

Swiss took us on a big loop. We circled for thirty minutes before returning to the ship’s location behind the rocks shielding us from the currents.

Swiss’s voice was excited: “Well, well, well. This is not a wild goose chase. There is a ship fifty yards off our port side. Let’s go find out if she is ours.”

Katie and I remained silent. Swiss continued to move in circles to keep us shielded from the currents.

As we approached the ship, Swiss still had joy in her voice, “Look, look. Dead ahead in front of us.”

Katie and I peered through the tiny portholes. All saw the ship at this point. She lay entirely on her side. The rear of the boat was far from sight. The vessel had been broken in half.

Swiss again made a full circle. This time, Swiss approached the rear of the lost ship. She positioned us outside the massive hole in the back of the boat, which could fit two semi-trucks. Swiss paused outside of the gaping hole.

She turned to face us and said, “Guys, this looks to be our decisive moment. The ship looks stable. I don’t think currents will wash her over the cliffs. Are we ready to go onto the ship?”

Kaite and I did not speak. This was all in Swiss’s hands, and her judgment would decide the outcome. She inches our sub toward the dark hole of the ship, and as the sub’s lights light up our path, Swiss’s voice becomes even more excitement in her voice.

Swiss asked, “Jack, how do you say it. Fish in a barrel or something of that nature. Look. I cannot believe my eyes.”

Swiss was right. The sight before us was overwhelming. We had found the King’s Treasure. There are gold bars and coins spread out in a twenty-five-foot diameter. An uneven stack of the mother lode sat in the middle of the golden circle. Gold bars stacked ten feet high filled the ship’s cargo bay.

Katie asks, “Should we let the others know about this find?”

I said, “No, say nothing. We don’t know where the Russian ship is or if the Russians may monitor our communication.”

Swiss instructed me to move to the captain’s chair, “Jack, sit here and take control of the sub. Just hold her steady.”

Swiss worked the submarine’s remote-controlled retrieval arm, which could simultaneously scoop four or five gold bars. We moved the bounty inside the submarine’s cargo hole.

Swiss flipped a switch above her head. A digital weight meter reads four pounds. We all stared at the weight meter.

I said, “That’s a lot of gold. We loaded around sixty-four thousand on the first try.”

Swiss smiled and said, “We’ve been here for about three hours. Due to the pressure down here, it will take an hour to surface safely. I suggest we harvest from around the big stack for three or four hours and head to the surface.”

A quick glance at one another was all it took to see we all agreed. The gold bar scooping was slow. The remote-controlled arm could handle only four bars, sometimes five. After three hours, we knew it was time to surface. We informed the top side of our plan and told them to be ready with the crane to lift us onboard when we broke to the surface. We said nothing about the gold.

The crew was ready for us. It took us another thirty minutes to safely place the sub on the ship’s deck. Once onboard, we opened the sub’s cargo area to reveal the gold bars. The gold bars looked and felt more natural on the ship.

Captain Sinclair smiled and said, “That was easy. What was the weight of this haul?”

Swiss answered the captain, “We are getting our rhythm, but in three hours, our weight of gold will be around five hundred pounds—about eight million dollars in gold bars.”

All smiled. Captain Sinclair said, “We dive every day starting tomorrow.”

Swiss interrupted and said, “No,” she said, “Tomorrow we must modify the submarine’s lifting arm. We need to load more bars at a time. I don’t wish to die of old age out here.”

As Swiss instructed, the next day, she had the crew members wield reinforced steel on the sub’s lifting arm. Swiss wanted to scoop up to ten bars of gold at a time. The following day, we headed back to the dark treasure mine.

For safety, we loaded the sub’s belly to its fullest minus about 10 percent. This load weighed nineteen hundred pounds or just over thirty million dollars.


Chapter 62
The Storm


The days and nights had become uncountable, as can happen at sea. Our dive chart kept track of the number of dives we had completed. It was showing five. We drove during the day and serviced the sub at night. The ship was busy around the clock. Our average haul weighed 1800 pounds or about twenty-eight million per load, assuming the price of gold at one thousand per ounce. Our five dives had put about one hundred forty-four million in gold in our ship’s cargo hole. We would need around eighteen more dives to retrieve all the gold from the sunken ship. That was not the estimated one billion in gold, but around five hundred million, which no one complained about.

Around two in the morning, Captain Sinclair called us to the bridge, pointing to the radar screen. His voice was concerned but not surprising. We realized the Russians were close, and now we learned their location. The captain pointed to a green dot on the radar screen.

Captain Sinclair said, “They’re lying about twenty miles off our port side.”

Kevin said, “David, it’s time for us to earn our money. We will keep the guard at 50 caliber and increase the roaming guard from one to two. Captain Sinclair, we will use your deck hands to work these shifts with one of our team members to help keep watch. This way, our team does not get fatigued. Our team needs to be well rested and fed when the Russians try to board us, and they will try to board.”

Captain Sinclair said, “That is a good plan. My crew is at your disposal. I think everyone should return to their cabins and try to get some rest. We must maintain our dive schedule.”

There was little talk among the group, and we all did as the captain had suggested.

Tension covered the ship the following day as we prepared for another dive. The next few days passed as usual, with the Russians keeping their twenty-mile distance from us. We had three more trips into the deep sea.

One morning, around 4 a.m., the ship rocked. Katie and I awoke to an explosion. We ran to the bridge, where everyone on board had gathered. The ship’s spotlight scanned the ocean surface on all sides. The radar revealed that the Russian boat had moved within ten miles of our location.

Kevin and David went to the bow of the ship. The Russians had come undetected in by a small boat and placed a floating bomb about 20 feet from our ship’s hull. The explosion was not meant to damage the ship but to tell us they had the means.

Kevin said, “The Russians fired a warning shot across our bow. They don’t wish to sink us; we have recovered too much gold. They are just trying to scare us into surrendering our bounty. They are not stupid. It was smart of them to let us do all the work. We need to go to high alert.”

Captain Sinclair’s voice came over the ship’s intercom: “All essential persons report to the bridge immediately.”

We gathered at the bridge, and Captain Sinclair said, “There is a Russian on the radio who wishes to speak to Jack. He asked for you by name.”

I glanced around the bridge, took a couple of deep breaths, picked up the radio, and said, “This is Jack.”

The Russian said, “Well, Mr. Rivers. We admire your accomplishments. I am authorized to make you one offer.”

I did not respond. Tension grew on the bridge.

Captain Sinclair said, “Jack, why are you not answering him?”

I said, “They are not going to sink us. We have done all the work. They are ten miles away. Give it a minute. Fear is the last thing we need to show them.”

Katie said, “Let Jack handle this, captain. Jack is sweating him like he is doing a big bond trade.”

The Russian’s voice returned through the radio, “Mr. Rivers, are you listening?”

I said, “Katie, you are right. Give it another minute. I am testing his composure.”

Another two minutes passed, and the Russian said, “Mr. Rivers, we are prepared and have the means to sink your ship.”

I replied, “Nice try. We both know you are not going to sink this ship. Too much gold is on board, and you need the equipment to bring more up. So, if this meaningless threat is your only authorized offer, we respectfully decline.”

The tension on our bridge grew. I told everyone to stay calm. We have the gold and the ability to get more from the ship below, and the Russians know this fact. Just let this cat-and-mouse game play out. At this point, it has yet to be entirely figured out who the cat is.

The Russian voice returned, sounding like he had regained his composure, “Mr. Rivers, you are right. We are not here to sink your ship. I do have an offer where everyone lives. Are you interested?”

I responded without hesitation, “Now you have my attention.”

The Russian said, “We propose a boat swap. You give us your ship, take our boat, and your crew lives. What is your answer?”

Trying to stall, I said, “That may be a reasonable offer, but I need time to discuss this with my crew. We are not military-controlled. Everyone on board must know this offer and have time to consider it.”

The Russian asked, “How much time?”

I replied, “Four days.”

The Russian said, “We will give you two days, Mr. Rivers.”

I said, “Think of it this way. If you give us four days. We will have time to load more gold on board. That should make your boss happy.”

A few minutes passed. I told everyone that the Russian would check with his superiors.

The Russian finally responded and said, “Four days, Mr. Rivers. No longer.”

I said, “Then it is settled. We will do several more dives. On the fourth day, the boat swap can take place. I want one other guarantee.”

The Russian replied, “I am listening.”

I said, “We will take a small amount of gold to cover expenses and our time. Do you agree?”

The Russian said, “A very small amount, Mr. Rivers.”

I replied, “Yes, we agree. Do not move your ship any closer before the fourth day, or we will sink the ship and take our chances in the sea. We will talk again in two days to set up the swap. Do you agree?”

The Russian said, “We will speak again in two days.”

I turned to Kevin and asked, “Kevin, you have extensive military training. What is your take on what just happened?”

Kevin was calm. He had been in these tense situations before and said, “I think you handled yourself well, Jack. Dealing with the Russians is like dealing with no one else. They cannot be trusted. They said four days. My guess is they will try to board before the fourth day. The one good thing we have going is we agreed to talk in two days. I think that may hold them off until the third day. The Russian mindset is that they do what and when they want. And let’s not have the false sense of comfort they intend on doing the boat swap. They will leave no witnesses.”

I said, “Kevin, I agree. We must be ready. But I think this is over, and we are safe tonight. Everyone should get some rest. We have gold to bring up in the morning.”

Our ship slept with cautious eyes. The following day, we continued our gold retrieval operation. Captain Sinclair warned us of an approaching storm. He said the storm would hit in the next twenty-four hours, give, or take ten hours.

On the second day, the crew lifted the submarine to the ship’s deck. Captain Sinclair ordered the gold to remain in the submarine’s cargo hole. He told us the extra weight would help keep the sub more secure on the deck in rough seas. By the end of the second day, the seas had built to waves fifteen feet and higher on occasion.

The Russians were supposed to contact us, but they did not. We also chose not to try to contact them as this cat-and-mouse game continued, and it looked more like we had become the mouse. Along with the storm rocking the ship relentlessly and the lack of contact with the Russians, all could feel the tension on the ship.

The storm continued the morning of the third day, and there was still no communication from the Russians. Captain Sinclair summoned us to the bridge as the sun set, pointing to the radar screen. He showed us the Russians headed straight toward our location—nice and slow. We all remained on the alert, watching the radar. The Russian ship stopped within one mile of us. It was dark, with little moonlight revealing itself through the storm clouds.

Flares begin to light up the dark sky. A rocket soared across our bow. The ocean surface cast a small mushroom of water high into the black sky from the rocket’s impact.

Kevin told us they had us outgunned unless we moved closer. That might be our only chance because, if they wished, they could send our ship to the bottom of the ocean very quickly. Kevin told us he and David would discuss our options with the rest of the security team.

Unexpectedly, the Russian’s voice came from our radio, “As you can see, we have the firepower to sink your ship and send it to the bottom of the ocean. With all on board if we choose. We will give you two hours to move your crew to the lifeboats.”

Captain Sinclair responded to the command, “What guarantee do I have of their safety?”

The Russian replied, “You don’t. You are in no position to negotiate. Do as told, or we will take your ship by force and sink your ship if necessary. Our first warning failed. Will you comply? Our patients have worn thin at this time.”

Captain Sinclair was afraid to reply. Five minutes passed when the ship was rocked by a direct hit from another Russian rocket. They targeted the radar tower at the vessel’s highest point. The radar tower fell into the sea, and now we could not check the location of the Russian boat.

The Russian voice spoke again, “Two hours to get your crew into the lifeboats.”

Captain Sinclair turned to his first mate, telling him to prepare the crew to abandon the ship.

Kevin and David had returned to the bridge.

Kevin said, “Jack, these guys don’t want witnesses. Our team has discussed the options. If anyone sees other options, now is the time to speak up.”

Kevin paused, looking around the silent bridge. Kevin continued, “A good defense is a good offense. We will take a lifeboat out with the crew. We will dress as civilians. The Russians will see crew members. Our goal will be to flank the Russians. If we can get close enough to swim in undetected. We could attach an explosive to the bottom of their ship. It’s a long shot. But none of us wished to sit here. We’re in the ocean, and backup is not rescuing us.

I pondered briefly and told Kevin, “I see you’re right, Kevin. I don’t see a cheerful ending to this story. We all realized this was one of many endings. Too bad it is this one that came our way. What do you consider your odds of getting close to their ship?”

Kevin said, “Slim to not much. The waves may be high enough to hide our raft upon approach. Also, we’ll have a lifeboat ready for you and the ladies tied up on the blind side of the ship as a backup plan. Kell and Hans will remain with you. We will take both of Han’s team members.”

They set the plan in motion. We loaded Kevin’s guns into the life rafts and covered them with tarps. The Russians had to have the means to watch our every move on board. The life rafts were lowered—two for the crew members and one for the assault team. Captain Sinclair approached with a bag in hand as the crew dropped the last raft in for the crew members.

Captain Sinclair said, “Jack, it has been nice knowing you, but I’m not going down with my ship. I can buy another ship, but I cannot buy another life. I’m sure you can run this ship with the help of Swiss.”

Katie looked shocked and said, “Captain Sinclair. I’d never felt you would run.”

Captain Sinclair tried to hug Katie, but she pulled back, and he told her, “Katie, you’re welcome to come with us, and I wish you would. I assume your father would want you to come with me.”

Before Katie responded, I said, “Katie, I agree with the captain. I don’t know which is safer. These rafts in the rough seas or at the mercy of the Russians. The odds don’t look great either way.”

Katie did not hesitate to respond, “I’m not running. I have faith in Kevin and David.”

Five of us would stay to keep the ship’s position and try to negotiate with the Russians. This is not likely, but what other options do we have now?

As Captain Sinclair boarded the raft. I said, “Captain, I wish you the best of luck. I noticed your bag is heavy. Try not to spend the gold all in one place.”

Captain Sinclair smiled slightly, and we watched the rafts disappear into the darkness.

Our remaining group moved back to the bridge.

The Russians contacted us by radio, “Outstanding, Mr. Rivers. You follow orders well. We will board your ship at sunrise.”

Sunrise is only a few hours away. It would come. Only an hour had passed when Kell returned to the bridge. She approached me, putting her fingers to her lips so I would remain silent.

She whispered and said, “They’re on the ship, Jack. Two of them. They are aft and descending a service ladder toward the engine room. They will try to disable the engines. Or worse.”

Kell handed me an automatic machine gun and told me, “Jack, I need you to come with me and watch my back.”

We were about to leave the bridge when the sky lit up over the Russian ship, which had moved within a hundred yards of our ship. Kevin’s plan was working. They had set a flare-off over the Russian boat. We saw what looked to be small arms fire. We paused for a moment to stare into the lights.

Kell stayed on point: “Let’s go, Jack. If Russians below deck learn what is happening to their ship, they may get more aggressive faster.”

I followed Kell into the belly of our ship. We worked our way toward the ship’s engine room, where we heard voices speaking in Russian.

Kell leaned over, whispering into my ear, “As I expected. The Russians are planting explosives on the primary engines and the cooling system.”

I asked Kell, “You speak Russian?”

Kell smiled briefly amid this danger, “And three other languages. One Russian has detonators strapped to his chest. I need you to go up that ladder and get behind that generator. When the shooting starts, you’ll have some protection. This is not a drill, Jack. Shoot to kill.”

Kell waited until I got into position before she left her spot. She worked through the shipping piping until she flanked the Russian with the detonators. Kell laid down her rifle. And she pulled her knife from her boot. She was only a few feet from the Russian when she leaped onto his back, aiming for the Russian’s neck. As Kell landed on his back, the Russian spun. Kell’s knife made its way into the Russian’s shoulder. He cried out with pain. I aimed at the Russian. Ready to fire if a clear shot came my way.

The Russian tossed Kell off his back. A trained soldier, she bounced up fast. They squared off. As the Russian pulled his pistol from his holster, my path cleared, and I fired a three-round burst. My bullets hit their mark, and the Russian fell. Kell gave me a quick look. She took the detonators from the Russian. Kell pointed in the direction she considered the other Russian might plant more bombs.

Shots rang out. They had hit their mark. Kell fell forward, hitting the deck of the ship hard. I keep my position, watching for any movement from Kell. Her arm moved a little. The Russian moved toward Kell with a knife in hand to finish her. I fired at the Russian, but my bullets missed their mark this time. But enough to send the Russian back into the shadows of the engine room and away from Kell. I kept the high ground. I made my way straight toward the Russian’s last spot.

Kell was bleeding out and was unconscious. There was not much to do at this point. I had to find the other Russian. Footsteps going up a ladder caught my attention. The Russian left the engine room. My guess. Heading toward the bridge. Above me, an escape hatch leads to the ship’s aft deck. I climbed the ladder, reaching the aft deck. Crawling across the deck, I looked toward the Russian boat. The Russian ship was burning. Kevin and his team had done their job. I did not have time to reflect on whether they had survived. The bridge with Katie and Swiss consumed by thoughts.

The bridge stood three decks high off the main deck. I continued to climb the service ladder and reached the bridge’s deck level, heading toward the bridge’s windows. Muffled voices came from inside. Suddenly, gunshots rang out. They were fast. I lost count after about five, but it sounded like two different pistols were being fired. It was a gun battle taking place.

I moved to the bridge’s open hatch. Swiss was telling the Russian to calm down. I peered into the bridge window. The Russian’s back was to me. Katie saw me. She screamed do not kill us to cause a needed distraction. Without warning, the entire ship shook. One of the Russian bombs in the engine room had gone off. The explosion caused everyone on the bridge to lose their footing momentarily. Which is all I needed? I rushed in, running toward the Russian. I fired bullets into his body until he fell and a few more to make sure he would never get up.

There was no time to celebrate. The ship rocked again. We all looked aft through the bridge windows. The entire rear of the boat was starting to light up as the fire.

We had to leave the bridge. I stopped momentarily, realizing the gun battle I had heard was Han trying to defend Katie and Swiss. Hans was dead, but he went down fighting.

We all surveyed the ship, looking for an escape route. The Russian bombs were sinking the ship, and it was going down fast. The remaining life rafts had been smashed and torn apart. That escape path had been closed.

Swiss said, “The submarine. That’s our only chance. Let’s go and now.”

No one else spoke. We all climbed down the ship’s ladders to the main deck. We felt a minor explosion from deep inside the boat. The submarine inched a little closer to the side of the ship.

Swiss continues to lead us, “Everyone inside the submarine now.”

Once inside the submarine. Katie asked, “What now?”

Swiss answered her, “Hold on and be ready. We will have a long drop in a second.”

As Swiss had predicted, the ship rocked again from all the explosions below deck. The submarine slid closer to the edge of the deck, hanging about halfway over the side. Swiss started the submarine’s engines. There was another explosion. The ship rocked even harder, and we were free-falling. The ocean surface was twenty feet below us.

Swiss shouted, “Brace for it.”

We hit the surface of the sea. The whole submarine shuddered, and you heard the submarine’s frame twisting. We all looked around the sub and saw no leaks. The waters were approaching a full-blown storm, with waves building by the second. The submarine was now a cork in the ocean. High up, a wave would take us and crash down over and over with the movements of the waves. Once at the top of a wave, through the small portholes, we saw the deck of our ship was on fire.

Swiss warned, “This sub will not take much more of this bounding. I will take us down to get under the storm current. Keep your fingers crossed; she holds together.”

For the first time since this started on the bridge, Katie and I had a moment of being together when our eyes met; Katie told me, “Jack, when we get out of this, we need to make plans for the rest of our lives together.”

I said nothing but leaned over, giving her a smile and a quick kiss.

Swiss began taking the submarine straight down. The currents were strong. We continued bouncing around by the sea and dove deep as fast as the sub could dive. Once we were down sixty feet, the sea began to calm. It was an eerie feeling. As we peered out of the portholes atop the submarine, the storm’s current ran steady a few feet above us. If we were up five feet, we would be back into the storm.

Swiss had reasonable control of our underwater craft as she leveled us off at one hundred feet. All onboard remain silent for a moment, catching our breath.

I said, “When you told me you could drive almost anything. I never doubted you, but this is crazy. You’ve saved our lives.”

Swiss was still in survival mode and said, “For now, Jack. Our journey is beginning. We must get to the shore. And it is a long way from here.”

I agreed with Swiss, “Yes, it is.”

Swiss replied, “If we don’t spring any leaks from the pounding we took. I think we have a chance.”

Pausing, I looked out a porthole upward. My eyes filled with nothing but ocean.

I asked, “Do you think anyone else may have survived? We owe it to our team to help if it’s at all possible.”

Swiss thought momentarily before saying, “I’m not sure, Jack. The storm above us is a large one now. The life rafts might take it if whoever is in charge knows what they are doing. But there is no telling how long this storm will last. The storm may pass quickly or last for days. What do you wish to do?”

I said, “I am not sure if anyone survived, and if so, what could we do for them? But let’s wait until the storm passes, and then we can surface to look around.”

We all agreed, and Swiss held us one hundred feet below the storm. About fifteen minutes had passed when Katie pointed out one porthole and asked, “Is that part of the ship out there?”

Swiss and I looked. Katie was correct. Our ship above was breaking up, and pieces of the boat were breaking off.

Swiss reacted quickly, saying, “I am taking the submarine out from under the sinking ship. If one of those parts of the ship hit us, we would not survive. I am going to move away from this area. Everyone hold on.”

Swiss started to move us away from the sinking ship. There was a tug on the submarine. We bounced back and forth like we were on a spring. The sub was still attached to the vessel by the lifeline. Swiss flipped the release button above her head. Nothing happened. We did not hear the wire detached as before when she flipped the switch. If the ship sank, as it was doing. If the lifeline is still connected, the bottom of the ocean floor might be our next stop.

Swiss said, “The lifeline is still connected to the ship. The release switch is hung up. One of us must go out there to set us free. And I’m the only one here qualified to dive at these depths. Help me get ready.”

Katie and I both knew Swiss was correct. If we were to break free from the ship. Swiss had to complete this task. We helped Swiss put on dive equipment. She had two tanks and almost two hours of air. We opened the bottom hatch on the submarine. Swiss entered the darkness of the sea, and we sealed the hatchback. Through a porthole, we saw Swiss swim by one window. She gave us a wave and a smile.

Katie said, “She has always been that way.”

Within a few moments, we heard banging on the top of the submarine. It would pause and start. Swiss had been outside the submarine for about fifteen minutes,

Katie said, “Jack, more of the ship is coming down.”

Kate was right. More of the ship had broken off, coming down in slow motion. The bad part was that it was the boat’s bow to which we were still attached.

I took a hammer and began banging on the roof of the submarine. We knew Swiss had to be seeing this also, but we wanted to make sure. We watched the bow of the ship drift downward. It was now even with the submarine. The bow of the boat pointed downward. The vessel’s fall became faster and faster. Still, there was no sign of Swiss, and her banging had stopped. The bow of the ship was now passing the submarine.

We saw Swiss swimming toward the hatch under the submarine. Great relief came over both Katie and me. It was short-lived. A piece of the ship’s debris hit Swiss’s oxygen tanks. It spun on her and pushed her downward. Swiss had set us free from the sinking ship. The lifeline whipped wildly. As it passed Swiss, it wrapped around one of her legs. Swiss’s face appeared only momentarily as she struggled to remove the coiled cable from her leg.

It happened fast. The ship’s bow dropped like a rock, pulling Swiss from our site. She vanished.


Chapter 63
Is all Lost?


Atear dropped to Katie’s cheek, and she said, “What have we done, Jack? So many lives were lost, and for what? Money? No one needed money. People are dead because of our greed. And I’ve killed my best friend. Life will never be the same. Tell me, Jack. What now?”

I hugged Katie and replied, “Vladimir warned me this would happen. This gold cursed his life and now ours. The gold may be where it belongs at the bottom of the sea’. May it rest in peace.”

Katie said, “Let it rest in peace. I hope it has nightmares. It is gone and can stop consuming us.”

I said, “Katie, there’s not much we can do now. For sure, we will wait out this storm. I don’t expect I could live with myself if we didn’t surface. One last look. One last chance to see if anyone might have survived.”

Our dept was one hundred feet. As the Swiss had shown us, we watched the underwater line of the storm. The storm line moved up quickly from sixty to forty feet. This meant the storm was running its course. We checked the path of the storm’s stream for the next hour. When the storm line was at ten feet, we surfaced. When we appeared, it was dark. We opened to the top of the submarine. The moon’s light shined across the surface of the calming sea. The storm came and went with Mother Nature, showing she was in charge. We did not use flashlights to look around. In case a Russian survived. Neither of us had lasting hopes.

We stood to watch. Nothing. No one could be seen or heard. Only some leftover remnants of the ship floated. We held our positions for two hours after sunrise. We made the call to head west. The sea had calmed. The blue sky let us cruise across the surface, keeping the submarine’s battery charged with the built solar panels. Whoever built this sub had prepared it for a worst-case scenario.

We set our course due west. After about an hour, Katie tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Jack. Look over there. A quarter of a mile. What do you suppose the sun is reflecting off? It looks gleaming to me.”

My eyes searched for what Katie described.

I said, “I see it. Looks out of place. Want to go look?”

Katie’s eyes stayed fixed, and she said, “I expect so Jack. I do not want lingering feelings later in life wondering what may have been floating.”

When we were a hundred yards away. Katie said, “That looks like a person in the water. What do you see?”

As we got closer, we realized it was someone floating on the surface.

We pulled alongside. It was Swiss in her dive suit but without a mask. Her eyes were shut, and she showed no emotion.

Katie was excited and yelled, “Swiss. Come on, baby. Open those big, beautiful eyes for me. You can do it, Swiss.”

All was quiet for a moment, the sound of the waves lapping against the side of the submarine. And Swiss opened her eyes.

She smiled and said, “This is worse than that time in Monaco. You remember that party, Katie?”

Katie laughed aloud, replying, “We both felt awful for several days. But we survived. Like now. Life can be grand.”

Despite her forced smiles, we could see the pain in Swiss’s eyes. She had traveled to the bottom of the ocean and back.

We drug Swiss onboard, getting her below. She beat the sea and was allowed to survive. We made her as comfortable as possible. Swiss hurt, but it was nothing time could not heal.

Our position was several hundred miles from shore. We cruised on the surface as much as possible to reserve the air tanks for submerging in case of a storm or to hide. Once, we spotted a ship a few miles away traveling in the merchant’s streamline. We submerged for an hour to ensure their radar did not pick us up. The submarine’s cargo bay was filled with gold, and the sea was filled with pirates

It took several more days and nights before we encountered any sign of a shoreline, but birds started showing up.

I asked Swiss, “Did you suppose we were approaching land?”

Swiss replied, “I think so, Jack. Those seagulls do not like to venture out more than ten miles from shore.”

Swiss asked, “Have you two figured out what might happen if we pull onto the beach in a submarine with millions of dollars in gold bars?”

Katie and I looked at one another dumbfounded. We had not planned to deal with the gold once we were onshore.

Swiss continued, “We will find a safe place to hide the sub offshore. It may be under some rocks or a cavern. And take the emergency raft to shore. We can come up with a plan. Sounds good, guys.”

Katie’s head was in the game, “We will need someone to move the gold we trust. I will call my dad. I can cut a deal with him, but he will want a couple of millions.”

I shrugged and said, “I’m tired of this game. Everyone else was dead, including Kevin. That was a tough one.”

Pausing momentarily, I said, “Kaite when we get to shore. Get it done. No holds bared.”

Swiss submerged the sub to around two hundred feet as we approached the five-mile mark. The water was crystal clear, and she turned the outside searchlight on high.

Swiss said, “Okay, here’s the rundown. I took inventory of the sub’s survival supplies. Two air tanks are full, each good for forty-five minutes of air, which will be fine. We have an emergency life raft. We must set the submarine no deeper than one hundred sixty feet. This way, we should be safe in a controlled ascent. Jack, you will have you on a tank, and Katie and I will share the other.”

I stopped Swiss and asked, “Let me get this straight. You are saying I will suck more air than the two of you.”

Swiss looked at Kaite with a big smile and said, “Should I tell him, or do you want to tell him.”

Before either could speak. I said, “I get the point.”

Swiss stayed in charge and said, “Everyone pick a porthole. The depth is two hundred feet, but it will get shallow as we climb this ledge. We are looking for a ledge we can set the sub under. This way, if any boats go overhead, the ledge will block their radar.”

We searched as we climbed the sea ledge for an hour when I saw one that might work.

I said, “Swiss, look at this over on my side of the sub.”

Without speaking, she turned the sub toward the ledge. Swiss hovered the sub just outside the entrance, giving the floodlights a chance to do their job.

Swiss moved us under the ledge. It was a tight fit, and she sat the sub down sideways. We all looked out at the top portholes; all we could see was the rock ledge above us.

Swiss said, “This will do nicely, and we are only one hundred feet down. The shoreline is a mile away. Perfect.”

Kaite said, “This will be an easy swim.”

Swiss said, “The only problem is we must leave some of the power on in the sub to use the bottom hatch to get out of the sub. If we shut the sub down, the internal pressure will not keep the water out.”

I said, “The batteries are located outside the sub on the rear platform. We just unhooked them after closing the dive door. Will that work?”

We got ready to exit the sub, moving very slowly to ensure everyone was ready. It was a tight fit, leaving the sub’s belly while it was sitting on the sandy bottom. There were two feet of clearance.

I left first. Swiss and Katie were sharing a respirator. They dropped their tank on the sand under the sub, and I ensured the tank stayed in place.

First, the Swiss came out. She had to lay under the sub until Kaite was out. It was a tight fit. We had two large dive lights, and our visibility was fine. Once Swiss and Katie cleared the bottom of the sub, I used a wrench to unhook the sub’s batteries. It was time to surface.

Initially, we had planned to use the sub’s emergency life raft. Since it was noon and a sunny day above, we did not want the big orange life raft to pop up in the ocean unannounced—just in case there were people above us. We would just swim the half mile to the shore.

Our accent to the surface was slow and controlled. We stopped at thirty-two feet for ten minutes to avoid the bends and then again at fifteen feet for five minutes to ensure everyone was okay. No one needed to cramp up on the swim to shore.

I surfaced first to look around. The shoreline looked empty in a jungle setting, which was perfect. I motioned Swiss and Katie to the surface.

We let the remaining air out of our tanks and sent them to the bottom. We had neck life vests, which was all we needed.

I blew air in my mind, flipped on my back, and said, “Kaite, just so you know, for future reference. I burn easily.”

It was decided we would not discuss all that had happened to us on the swim to shore. This was the most peaceful time each of us had enjoyed in days.


Chapter 64
Surveying the Damages


The swim to the shore took a couple of hours. We remained silent, swimming to conserve strength while keeping our minds clear. This journey was not over.

The land felt good under our feet; we had been at sea for several weeks. We moved off the beach to an area with palm trees to hide from the sun and in case people were around.

After everyone had a few minutes to relax, I said, “Well, now we need to find out where we landed. Does anyone have any ideas?”

Katie smiled and said, “I may be able to help.”

Kaite pulled a waterproof bag from her pocket. Opening the bag, she pulled out her cell phone.

I shook my head and said, “Why does this not surprise me.”

Kaite replied, “I tried to keep it dry and turned off just in case the Russians might be monitoring wave frequencies. Better safe than sorry, right, Jack?”

Kaite turned on her cell phone. It worked. She tapped the GPS locator and said, “We are on the beach in Puerto Rico. We are in the jungle, but it looks like there is a town three miles away. That is an effortless walk.”

Swiss said, “I love Puerto Rico. We must go shopping; I need a new wardrobe. We all need fresh clothes. What is our plan?”

I asked, “Does anyone speak Spanish?”

Swiss replied, “We both do, and just think, Kaite. I pushed you to learn Spanish.”

I laughed and said, “Again, I am not surprised at what you two have in your arsenal.”

The walk to the town was uneventful. We saw no one and stopped outside the city to study its layout before entering.

Excitedly, Katie said, “Let’s go to that bank. Looks like they are open.”

I said, “Yes, but I wonder what they will think when three shipwreck survivors walk in barefoot.”

I waited outside the bank. We did not wish to overwhelm the bank employees and scare them. Swiss and Kaite entered the bank. A few villagers walking by gave me odd looks, but no one cared about my appearance.

After about an hour, Swiss and Katie came out of the bank. They were still speaking Spanish.

I said, “English, please.”

Swiss laughed and said, “Gringo.”

Katie told me the plan: “We should have some cash in an hour or two. I called my office, and they are doing a bank wire. The bank manager recommended that we get only a little cash. Some bad people around here might see it and try to take it. Once the money arrives, there is a small hotel down the street. We can rent a couple of rooms for a few days and wait for an overnight package to be sent here from my office. The package will have a new set of credit cards. In the meantime, we can make some calls, and I need to get my father involved.”

We sat on the curb outside the bank to wait. Finally, the bank manager informed us that the wire transfer had arrived. We checked into the small hotel.

The next step was to get clothes and food. We returned to our rooms, tired but full of food. We even found a charger for Kaite’s phone. I started to like Puerto Rico. They were very friendly people, and a little money went a long way.

Swiss retired to her room, and we went for some much-needed rest.

Kaite said, “Jack, I am going to bed. My brain needs to rest.”

I replied, “Yes, please do. Can I use your phone? I must make a difficult call, but it should not take long.”

Katie lay down, and I went to the balcony, closing the door behind me.

I called Dennis, wondering if he would take a call from an unknown number.

Dennies answered the call and said, “Who is calling me from a New York number?”

Laughing slightly, I said, “It’s me, Dennis.”

Dennies replied, “Yes, it is, and congratulations on still being alive.”

I continued, “Dennis, I think I have bad news.”

Dennis said, “I am listening.”

I told him, “This is about Kevin.”

Dennies stay on par, “I am still listening, Jack.”

My eyes teared slightly before I told Dennis, “I think we have lost Keven.”

Dennis said, “You mean you think you lost Kevin.”

“Okay, I lost Kevin,” I said.

Dennis continued to joust at me and said, “What about our million dollars, Jack? Did you lose the money?”

Hard to believe I just told Dennies his best friend was dead, and he was asking about money.

“Did you hear what I said, Dennis? I asked, and said, “I think Kevin may be dead at sea.”

Dennis replied, “Yes, I hear you loud and clear. Kevin is a Navy man, and I think that might be the way to go when his time comes.”

Confused, I asked, “What do you mean is?”

I heard Dennis switch us to the speakerphone, and the next voice I heard was Kevin’s.”

Kevin said, “How are you, Jack? I floated for several days before a passing cargo ship spotted me. And here I am. Unharmed. Back in my hood, where I plan to stay.”

Joy overcame me. I told them it would take some time, but a load of money would be headed their way soon.

Kevin said, “I had a lot of time to think while I floated in the ocean, and I wondered about the gold in the submarine’s cargo bay. Excellent job, Jack. My kids can go to the best schools from here on out.”

I could not process all this, so I said, “Okay, guys. I have a few more phone calls, but I will contact you when this is all figured out.”

Just before we hung up, Dennis asked, “Hey, Jack. What adventure are you going to lead us on next? This one will be a hard one to top.”

I spoke no more and hung up.

The next call would be Kassim. The conversation was quick and to the point. I explained what happened. Kassim had been good to me, and I thanked him but explained this relationship was over. Realizing he had sunk a lot of money into this venture, I told him once I got stateside, I would give him more details and the last known location of the gold. Kassim had little to say about losing his investment in this project. He was a bond trader, and this was a drop in the bucket for him.

I snuggled up to Katie and slept hard. When the morning came, Katie had coffee and breakfast on the balcony.

I kissed her good morning and said, “I could get us to this, Katie. Thank you.”

Katie said, “I have spoken to my father. He wants one point five million. You told me to get this done, so I approved the deal. He said he could have a ship here to bring up the sub in two days.”

I said, “It’s fast to get a ship large enough to bring the sub up in two.”

Kaite said, “I told you before my father was in shipping and has connections worldwide. If he says two days, then it will be two days. And there is more. Spot gold is fifteen hundred per ounce. My father told me that once the gold was loaded on the ship and the weight had been figured out, he would buy it from you on the spot. Of course, there would be exchange fees. Five hundred thousand or so, he said. I approved of that also. If I am guessing right, if gold stays at its current price, the take should be just over forty million.”

I could only smile and say, “Well done, partner. Make it happen.”

Katie said, “Partner. I like the sound of that, Jack. Now, what are we going to do with all the money?”

I explained, “You and Swiss will get a big piece of the pie. Then I must take care of Kevin and Dennies. I owe them a million. The next step will be to hunt down the families of those we lost, including Han’s family. That makes five. Each will receive five hundred thousand. I realize it will not replace the pain of losing loved ones, but it is the least we can do for them.”

Kaite Passionalely kissed me and said, “Jack, you have great integrity. Come with me.”

Katie led me to bed. Serval hours later, there was a knock at the door.

Swiss knocked again and said, “Come on, you two love birds. Katie’s relief package came early, full of credit cards. And they gave us more cash. I have a car waiting downstairs to take us to the city. It’s time to go shopping.”

In two days, we returned to the village to be met by a dingy on the beach where we had come ashore. Swiss led the search party straight to the sub’s location. The ship sent drivers down, and in three hours, the sub was sitting on the ship’s deck. The ship’s captain confirmed the weight of the gold was eight hundred and fifty pounds. Gold was still being traded at fifteen hundred per ounce, minus the fee of two million to Katie’s father. That left just over forty-two million, which would be wired to one of my offshore accounts. A bank account Kassim and his group could not touch, just to be safe. I decided Kassin would get one million as well as Mr. Motor. It would be given to them in their personal accounts. And as I told Kassim, I would give him the last known location of the gold, but he would have to find another treasure hunter. That ship had sailed.


Chapter 65
It's Never Over


It seemed this journey, adventure, nightmare, or whatever label one would choose had ended, at least for now. But Katie and I still knew about the gold; it haunted us in more ways than one. As Vladimir had told me in Key West, it was cursed. We felt the only way to end this death game was to bring the gold to the surface and put it to beneficial use.

Despite our experience at sea, we had developed a deep connection with the sea, its power, and its tranquility. We purchased a yacht and set sail, leaving the gold and its curse behind. Our days were filled with the rhythm of the waves, and the gold was a distant memory.

One day, I asked Katie, “Do you still have Professor Zeta’s fax number.”

Katie asked, “The Chinese food around here is not to your liking?”

“Katie, you still scare me sometimes,” I said with a grin.

As she handed me the number, I could see a mix of curiosity and concern in her eyes. She was always the one to keep me grounded, even in the most uncertain situations.

We made a port of call in Barbados. It was liberating to savor others’ cooking. It was a well-deserved break. We checked into a charming hotel and relished the moment. We stayed for a week. We lived life on our own terms, embracing our freedom and independence.

The day we checked out, I asked the front desk manager where I could send an international fax. The reply was that we could send one for you. Politely, I asked if there were any parcel stores nearby. They gave a location of one close to the hotel.

Katie had asked nothing about my plans to this point. She waited until we had left the hotel.

“Jack,” she asked, “Now you can tell me what is happening.”

I said, “The gold. I’m figuring out how to use it for good. I did not want to send a fax from our hotel because we used our credit card there. Honestly, the Russians will not ever stop listening to any trail they get into their red tape. The plan is to send two anonymous faxes. One to Professor Zeta. Remember, she has Navy contacts. The Navy has ships that can do anything. But they are under government control. If they are the only ones involved. The entire world would end up fighting over the gold. I have been researching and found a strong enough charity to take on governments. Lots of high-profile lawyers on their board. No way they would back down, especially over this amount of money. Each will get half the location coordinates. One to the Professor and one to the charity. Then let the game begin. It will take them a while to negotiate who gets what, but I think they will work it out. There is a lot of money at stake. Hopefully, they will come to terms and agree it is better to get some than none.”

We sent the faxes and headed to our boat. Our plan was to head toward the Florida Keys. It was June and hurricane season, but over the decades, the storms tended to come later. Most of the scary ones hit the United States in September.

We docked in Key West in early September. I avoided the internet, especially emails because I had no reason to be in constant contact with anyone. The gold had filled my reserves for more than one lifetime. Katie, on the other hand, was still involved in her business. It would take her longer to disassemble her business than mine. She was more aware of what was happening than I cared.

After not being on shore for a while, we followed our standard procedure and checked into a hotel in Key West.

We walked the island and stopped in front of Vladmir’s Fleming Street home. It was for sale.

Katie said, “You seem to like Key West, Jack. Am I reading you right?”

I replied, “I do, Katie. I feel I have a history in Key West.”

Katie touched my hand and said, “That is good, Jack. We can use the money we get from selling the boat for a down payment on a house. I think we should buy Vladmir’s house.”

“Sell the boat?” I asked, “And I wonder what happened to Alexandra?”

Katie said, “I am sure the real estate agent will be able to tell us.”

“No need for that, Katie,” I said. “We know the law firm handling Vladamir’s estate.”

Katie continued, “There is one more important item we must prepare for that will influence our future.”

I did not reply.

With a radiant smile, Katie shared, “In seven months, our family will grow by one more.” Her contagious excitement filled the air with anticipation and hope for the future.

I smiled, hugged, and kissed Katie, and said, “I am excited and happy about the new addition to our family. I guess we have our next adventure.”

Katie’s eyes sparkled as she suggested, “We can go to the courthouse to get married. I really don’t want a big wedding. This is our life, and I think we have shared our life with others enough. What do you think?” Her confidence in our decisions was reassuring, making me feel more confident about our future.

I kneeled to one knee on Fleming Street, taking Katie by the hand, and asked, “It would be my honor to marry you. Will you marry me, Katie?”

Katie looked up at the blue sky, then down at me, and said, “What took you so long to ask. Yes, I will marry you. Now buy this house.”

Over the next few weeks, we will meet with Alexandra. She was not overly excited to see me again, so we told her our tale and our plans for the gold. She approved. Alexandra told us she was selling her father’s house because it was too large for one person. When we told her we were expecting our new addition to our family, she was happy for us and agreed to sell Vladimir’s house.

I asked Alexandra if there were any other family members around. I told her I had grown to admire Vladimir for what everyone had been through, as Katie and I now felt the same connection.

Alexandra told us that Gabriela’s great-granddaughter, who traveled with her father from New Orleans to Key West, lived in Bahama Village in Key West. She owns a small restaurant named after her great-grandmother, and she is named after her great-grandmother. Alexandra told us both Gabriela’s were strong and independent women.

Our boat was sold two months later. We got married the day we moved into our new home on Fleming Street. I hung the warrior’s hat Vladimir’s daughter had given me on a hat rack near the front door.
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