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BOOK 21

She’s cold, she’s tired, and she just wants to go home to her family.  Those preventing Alice from reaching her goals are about to learn there is a steep price to pay when you get in her way.  With two civilians to protect from their enemies, will the horror she is about to unleash repel them or will they help her overcome the obstacles keeping her from her goals?

Alice is about to unleash the beast within.  Come along and watch as she makes decisions that may affect the rest of her life...they will most definitely affect others’ lives!

“Who is helping these women?” he demanded angrily.

“You don’t think they could...” began the man he was talking to.

“No, I don’t.  No one woman or even two could be doing all this.  I want names.  I want faces.  I want deaths!”  He was nearly foaming at the mouth he was so angry.  “I want that money back!  With interest!” he demanded.

The third person in the room, a woman, smiled evilly.  That was the command she had been waiting for...
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“What is this place?” Alice asked Sasha, unable to read the Russian script.  They had flown on many airplanes in the last twenty-four hours and she was tired and irritable.  She was also looking for a hotel.

Sasha peered through the rain, barely able to make out the sign next to the door.  “It is a piano manufacturer,” she answered, wondering at the grin that appeared on Alice’s face.

Alice thought rapidly and quickly tried the door, making sure her glove was in place so no fingerprints would be left behind.  “Stay here,” she breathed in an undertone to Sasha.  “Do not touch anything...not the door, not anything,” she stressed.  Quickly she disappeared inside.  The door, although locked before Alice played with it, was not armed.

Sasha stared in consternation as the blonde disappeared inside.  It was not the first time she had wondered at the woman’s skills.  Who exactly was Alice Weaver?  The wait wasn’t long, perhaps half an hour, but the rain made the air cold and Sasha was tempted to go after Alice, however, remembering other times she had disobeyed Alice, she had second thoughts about that idea.

“Here, put these in the bags,” Alice handed her coils of what Sasha assumed was piano wire.  

“Wha–?” she started to ask as she unzipped one of their bags and started stuffing.

“We may need this,” Alice told her as she relocked the door and made sure everything was left as they found it.
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As they had come over that last rise, the walk seemed endless.  They stopped to survey the view.  Alice could tell that Sasha didn’t stay physically fit from hiking or jogging.  If her bitchin’ was any indication, she didn’t exercise normally, but what lay before them made the journey worthwhile.  The valley itself looked lush after the high desert they had been traversing.

“Oh, my God,” Sasha breathed as she looked at the valley.  Alice echoed her sentiments.

Someone had invested a lot of money at one time and had built out here in the middle of nowhere.  They’d used local stone to create a palace of sorts in the muted shades of brown that were prevalent in this part of the world.  Long, sweeping paths led up to the main structure, something from the days of Maharajah’s when elephants would have ponderously brought them home.  The structure wasn’t in the Mideastern or Oriental style.  It was unlike anything either of them had seen before.  There were turrets and even what looked like some sort of medieval moat.  It was almost reminiscent of Russian architecture with a taste of St. Petersburg and the Grand Duchess about it.  

“Where’s the binoculars?” Alice mumbled and then her arm shot out to keep Sasha from walking farther down the road.  “Wait!  Let’s see what we are up against.”  She found her binoculars and, checking the position of the sun so there would be no glare off the lenses, she began to scan the buildings and surroundings.  She spotted armed guards, dogs, and then power lines.  Following the lines, she saw they came in from the mountains to the south of the structures.  Some of the mountains even had a dusting of snow on them.

“What do you see?” Sasha asked, worriedly.  They’d traveled so far to find this man.  He had been very wily and had lots of hiding places.  “Do you think he is there?”

Alice handed her the binoculars silently while she thought about their options.  She was sure it was a trap.  The Assemblage couldn’t afford to take any more losses.  Alice and Sasha had killed some of the upper echelon of their membership before they scattered.  From what she had read, they were all going to hide; they would transact business from afar.  In this age of the internet, electronic transactions were easy.  They were also easy to divert and Alice had several under her own belt, accumulating wealth they had stolen from Sasha in addition to removing any, and all funds she could from their coffers.  She felt it was only fair as they had stolen time from her life away from her own family.  Compensation in the form of money and their lives wasn’t too much to ask, was it?  Apparently, they didn’t agree.  The bounty on the two ‘blondes’ was enough to have every underworld person in Russia hounding their trail.  Fortunately for them, they weren’t in Russia.  They also weren’t blonde anymore; their hair was decidedly black.

Kazakhstan was a huge nation and she wished she knew more about it.  It was unfortunate their purpose for traveling in Kazakhstan was to kill one of its citizens—a Russian by the name of Konstantinov which, Sasha informed her, meant that he was a descendant of Konstantin.  So far, Alice was not impressed, and then she had come over that last rise and seen this monolith that was the man’s home.  She guessed his billions weren’t enough for him.  He had coveted Sasha’s and now he was in a bit of a pickle...They were on his trail.  He fled Moscow in such a hurry that when Alice and Sasha had gotten there, they’d been able to get on his computer, get beyond his sophisticated firewall, and find out where all his homes were.  This was the second home they had come to and Alice was getting angry at the waste of time he had caused her.  She wasn’t happy.

“You think he’s down there?” Sasha asked after looking throughout the valley and at the palace.

“I don’t know,” she sighed honestly.  “I really would hate to have to travel to Kyrgyzstann or China to find this guy.”

“But he didn’t have homes in...” Sasha began before she realized Alice was teasing.  Some days she wasn’t always sure the woman was kidding.  She had thought after being with Alice constantly for all these months, she would get used to the American.  She hadn’t.  “Vhat do you tink ve should do?” she asked instead, deferring to Alice.  The woman was uncanny in her knowledge of how to take these guys down.

“It’s obviously a trap,” Alice told her conversationally, taking up the binoculars again and perusing the palace.  The various levels and walls made it a fortress to be reckoned with.  Why would anyone need such a castle out here in the middle of nowhere?  

“Do we give up?” she asked, almost hopefully.  She was tired.  They’d been after these people for a long time.  They’d killed many, and yet some had managed to elude them.  They still didn’t know who all the members of The Assemblage were.  A few they hadn’t been able to label on their charts due to missing pictures, as they slowly eliminated them.

“I won’t be inconvenienced,” Alice said tightly.  She wanted to end this as much as Sasha did.  She wanted to go home.  She wanted to make up with Kathy and go on with her life.  She missed her children!  She even missed her dog, Coco!

The barking of dogs could be heard across the valley.  They had to have known the two women were there.  Alice wasn’t surprised when she heard from behind them, “Put your hands up!”  She’d sensed them long before they spoke, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up.  She could have escaped.  She had thought about it.  But there was Sasha, and it was Sasha they’d been after all along.  Alice had just been an afterthought.  She didn’t think they knew what they had caught when they’d ordered the blonde woman’s capture...Sasha’s capture.  Alice too was blonde and they hadn’t known what to do with her.  If they had been smart, they would have killed her.  Originally, they hadn’t known which woman was which, and this worked against them until it was too late.  Alice had been killing them ever since.

Alice put her hands up over head.  She understood their coarse Russian commands.  Her own Russian was imperfect, but passable.  Sasha had put her hands up immediately and turned to see their captors, but she couldn’t see a thing as the sun shone right in her eyes, just as the man had intended.  It was intimidating.

“What are you doing here?”

“We’re hiking,” Sasha told him immediately.  It was what Alice and she had agreed upon if anyone stopped them on the long hike from the nearest town.  They’d gotten a ride from Almaty, but the rest of the trip was hit or miss as they made their way here.  They’d walked a long way and they were tired and hungry.

“Oh, yeah?  What’s in these bags?” he sneered as two of his men grabbed each of the women’s arms.  He patted them down himself, removing a long knife from inside the boot of the woman with the short, spikey hair.  “What would you need with a knife like that?” he asked as he looked at the huge blade.  It had a stout handle with a compass on it.  He unscrewed the compass and found fishhooks, line, waterproof matches, and other objects in the handle.  “Clever,” he breathed as he looked at the survival knife.  “Hiking, eh?” he asked as he flicked the blade back and forth in front of both women.  Even their army didn’t issue such a fine blade to its men.

“We got lost and found the road,” Sasha asserted.  “We hoped to find shelter.”

It was obvious he didn’t believe them, but he was interested in the pretty, black-haired woman.  Two women out here alone was a novelty.  He made sure he patted Sasha down a second time, hitting all the areas he was interested in.  She cringed from his touch.  The two men holding her watched and laughed, anticipating what their leader might do.  When he reached for her breast a second time, she wrenched her hand from one of the men holding it.  Her own hand came across and slapped him upside the face.

It was the distraction Alice was waiting for and she bent over quickly, pulling her own captors off balance and sending first one, then the other tripping forward.  It gave her just enough time to grab one of the bags which wasn’t zipped shut.  Her hand reached inside just as the leader grabbed her.  Her thumb slid aside the safety and her finger pulled the trigger.  A nail shot out of the bag, through the fabric, and lodged in the man’s thigh.  He screamed in pain and bent over.  In quick fashion, Alice shot the two men holding Sasha and then turned the nail gun on the men who had accosted her and were just getting up from the ground.  What the nails did to the men wasn’t pretty.  The first one, she put out of his misery; he wouldn’t stop screaming and it echoed across the valley.  The next sound she heard was Sasha vomiting the contents of her stomach at the sight of what Alice had done to the men.

Alice put the safety on the gun and retrieved her knife.  She also searched through the men’s pockets, taking their identification, money, and weapons.  “Come on,” she told Sasha, who had recovered enough to help search the men at the end.

“Vere are ve going?” she asked, swallowing to keep from throwing up again.  She seemed to do that a lot, swallow that is.  She wiped her lips on the back of her sleeve.

“They have to have some sort of transport around here,” Alice responded.  “That means there is a back way into that place.  I want to find it and these should help,” she held up a couple of plastic cards she had taken off the bodies, the kind that were used in electronic locks.

“Don’t you think we should hide or bury...” Sasha asked.

Alice hesitated.  It was a good point and they were in sight of the palace.  She nodded and put their booty in one of the bags.  She pulled out her knife and began cutting branches to cover up the bodies.  Sasha hurried to carry them when she realized what Alice was doing.  She made sure the cuts were out of direct sight of anyone on the road and she even used dirt to hide the fresh cuts.  They soon had a natural-looking mound covering the five bodies.  Alice staked it down farther by rolling a couple of rocks onto the edges.

“That should hold them for now.”  They started off, carrying their now marginally heavier bags and looking for the transport.

“Do you tink dey vill be missed?” Sasha asked, looking back and then looking around, attempting to be of some help.  She often felt if she didn’t make herself useful that Alice would dispose of her just as easily.

Alice shrugged.  Of course, they would be missed.  How soon was really the question.  That palace looked like it was well guarded and not all the guards would be taken in by a pretty face or be distracted so easily.  She relished the unexpectedness of her actions.  It worked in her favor as they didn’t expect a petite woman to attack, always attack.  They expected her to cower in submissiveness, but Alice couldn’t be called submissive...ever.
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They found the ATVs parked back a ways from where they had been standing.  The men must have followed them up the path.  They were spotted a lot sooner than Alice had realized and this bothered her.  In her mind, that meant electronic surveillance of some sort.  As she inspected the ATVs, she was surprised to find they were electric, a lot quieter than a gas-powered vehicle.  The range would be a lot shorter though.  It must be difficult to get a gas tanker out here to fill their vehicles so this made sense.  Electricity could be wired in and she’d seen the wires across the valley.

“Do you know how to drive one of these things?” she asked Sasha as she stowed her bags in one of the pack saddles up front in a basket that was tied to the vehicle.

“No, I’ve never driven one,” Sasha answered, looking at the ATV as though it was from another planet.

Alice mentally sighed.  For such a brilliant businesswoman, Sasha had few, if any outside interests.  Her life had been spent making money and she didn’t enjoy herself at all.  Alice showed her how to start the electric vehicle and maneuver it.  More importantly, she showed her what and where the brake was.  She was right.  The electronic vehicles were nearly silent as they set out, following the tracks on the desert that led to their location.  The loop cut wide and she saw where rocks had been strategically placed to hide the cameras that must have shot Sasha and Alice’s arrival on their land.  She knew the palace would be alerted to their arrival and there wasn’t about to be any surprise.  She mentally swore about that, but decided she would worry about it when the time came.  She was eager to meet her host as they rode the long way around the valley to the palace.
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The AK-47s were impressively new.  The sunlight bounced off their barrels in the sunlight.  They were also pointed at the two women so they would give no argument.  Alice had no problem surrendering.  Only Sasha seemed surprised that their good luck, made possible by Alice’s skills in the past, had given out.  Alice pondered the fact that the guns were Russian and not from Kazakhstan.  They went willingly, especially with the barrel of one of the guns pressed up against their temples and then later, pushed against their spines, prodding them.  They were led inside.  The bottom floor of the palace was what one would expect in a medieval castle...dungeons and all.  These were, however, modern in design with electronics and surveillance equipment.  The two women were led to a chamber and pushed inside.  There were two bunks attached to the wall and they turned to look as their captors clanged the metal door shut.

“Vat are–” began Sasha, but Alice shushed her, a finger to her lips as she pointed at the surveillance equipment in the corners of their cell.  Sasha watched as Alice walked over to one of the cameras and hopping up, ripped it from the wall.  A shout could be heard from down the corridor and someone came running, yelling in Russian.

“Don’t touch...” a voice beyond their metal door said in Russian.  Then eyes peered through the small glass at the top of the door.

Alice threw the camera at the eyes and they disappeared for a second, then a loud yell was heard as the camera crashed against the door.  She headed to the second camera and jumping up—it was higher than the other—soon ripped that down as well.  The door whipped opened and she was slugged in the gut with the butt of one of the guns.  

“Leave the equipment alone!” someone ordered.  She was slugged again and this time she went down, only to be kicked.

“Halt!” another voice ordered.  “Move them to other cells, separately!”

Alice was hauled up, still clutching her gut and unceremoniously taken across to another cell.  She saw that Sasha was taken to a cell beside their old one and thrown inside.  She braced herself and felt the floor as it rose to meet her as she was deposited in her own cell.  She carefully got up again and looked around the room for the cameras, deciding she didn’t want any more kicks to her abdomen as they hadn’t broken her ribs...yet.  She left the cameras alone after giving them the finger and sticking out her tongue childishly, then went to sit on her bunk and consider her options.

Sasha wasn’t sure what to do.  Of course, they had spoken about the possibility of them being incarcerated again.  She fought down her panic, trying not to compare this to when they were in the jungle.  This prison was newer, cleaner and had no bugs in evidence...but it was still a prison and they were captured.
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“You, Ms. Weaver, have caused me and my organization quite a bit of problem,” he told her in his imperfect English.  Sasha and Alice had been brought upstairs by elevator into the main palace.  It was quite impressive.  The library they were brought to was a smaller version of the Wren Library in Cambridge, England, allowing the architecture of the room itself to be seen above the book shelves.

Alice blinked, a little surprised that he knew her name.  But after all this time, it was probably reasonable that they knew who she was.  Did they know where her family was?  Did they really know WHO she was?

“Are you also the one who put a key logger program on my compatriots’ computers?” he asked with a sardonic grin.  It was a simple program and yet it had done so much damage.

Alice didn’t answer.  She kept herself calm, her breathing steady, and her wits about her, looking for an opportunity to use them.  There would come a time....

He watched her curiously.  She wasn’t a beautiful woman.  She was attractive in her own way, but beautiful...no.  She looked at him curiously and he supposed that would make some people uncomfortable.  Her eyes were odd.  He couldn’t put his finger on the reason why, but they were a bit...odd.

“So, tell me, who did you hire to kill my business partners?”

Alice didn’t even bother to blink at that.  He obviously wouldn’t believe her if she told him.  Instead, she glanced around the room and, using her peripheral vision, watched as Sasha sagged against her ties.  She wasn’t holding up well and Alice thought she knew why.  She was remembering how hopeless it had felt when they were captured and imprisoned in Honduras.  She only hoped the Russian woman would remember all they had accomplished together and not give into this questioning.

Alice was bored.  She knew this type of man.  He was hoping to trip her up by getting her to speak.  Instead, she began to survey the room, taking in the immense size to match the house...it was a palace after all.  She wondered if she should mention that he was compensating for other shortcomings?  No, that would put him on the defensive, so she kept that one to herself, but it did amuse her.  She noticed he liked to collect things.  On the upper walls were scimitars, swords, and even a set of Japanese swords called daishō.  The large sword was a katana and its companion, the smaller sword, a wakizashi.  She wondered if he knew that daishō literally translated as ‘big-little’?  Again, he was compensating and she nearly smiled.  When worn, the combination was the official sign that the wearer was a swordsman of Japan during their feudal times...a samurai.  He probably had it because it looked pretty.

“You see something you like, Ms. Weaver?” he asked, realizing her attention was not on him.

She smiled and nodded, “Yes, I notice you have a fine collection of swords and knives.  Do you collect to collect, or do you know how...?” she left off, hoping to pin prick his pride.

“Ah, yes.  I have authentic swords from all over.  This was our hunting cabin at one time,” he boasted pridefully as his hands swept out to show off the room.  He rose magnificently to her baiting.  “Do you practice?”

“I did at one time.  I was quite good, but it’s been years,” she led him on further.  “I don’t suppose you know how to use them?”

“Of course, I do!” he denied hotly, rising to the occasion.  “I’m sure I’m much better...” and then he realized what she had been doing.  “You think you’re so clever?”

“Why, whatever do you mean?” she tried, and failed, to sound innocent.  Her eyes were wide, but they didn’t hide the telltale yellow-orange of them or their distinctive cat-like quality.

He gave a couple of orders in what sounded like Russian, but...not.  Alice watched Sasha’s head come up and she looked at him speculatively.  She wondered at the significance of that.

“This is Abram Berinski,” he introduced the bespeckled young man who looked myopically through his glasses at the two bound women.

“And this is Evgeni Konstantinov,” he said with a bit of pride, “my niece.”

A very pretty-looking Eurasian woman walked in and looked at the two bound women.  She glanced from Alice to Sasha and then quickly back at Alice.  Alice stiffened slightly, recognizing the signs of attraction on the young woman’s face.

“Evgeni is a computer expert,” he continued with a grin.  “She has found your accounts!” he finished with relish.

Alice didn’t bat an eye.  She saw out of the corner of her eye that Sasha looked devastated.  All their hard work!

“She has transferred all those millions, those billions, back to The Assemblage accounts!” he boasted.

“Uncle...” the woman tried to interrupt.

“So, now we find out how you...” he began, still boastful.

“Uncle...” she grabbed his arm to get his attention.

He continued to ignore the woman.  “Abram!  How much was the total she found?”

The amount the accountant stated had Alice’s eyes changing slightly.  They started to look more cat-like, almost yellow.  She saw Sasha slump even farther in her ties as she heard the amount.

“Uncle!” Evgeni finally got through.  Then, in rapid-fire Russian, in a dialect that Alice did not understand, she spoke to him.  Sasha began to sit up straighter.  The tone, the pleading, even a word here and there told Alice more than the actual words.  She watched Konstantinov and his reaction.  First, he flushed.  Then, he became angry.

He turned to Alice.  Her expression hadn’t changed.  “You think you are so clever!  We will find it!  We are on the trail!  Evgeni will defeat you!” he roared at the end.  “Take them away,” he ordered the guards and the two on each side of the prisoners hustled Sasha and Alice unceremoniously away.  Alice turned her eyes on Evgeni as she went by and just looked at the young woman.  Evgeni flushed, but didn’t turn away from the prisoner.  

[image: image]

Alice was bored.  It had been many, many days without human contact. She knew it wasn’t a good state to be in.  

She tried to do her stretches, tried staying in shape, but with cameras—and she knew there were several watching her—she was careful not to show them what, or how much, she was capable of.  This room she had been thrown in had smooth, metal walls.  The cameras were deep-set and she was unable to get to them as she had in the other room.  Her gut was still bruised from being hit over that.  

She wondered what Konstantinov would do with them now.  He hadn’t gotten the money he thought he had.  Alice had set a false set of trails that any good hack, and she was sure Evgeni Konstantinov was a good computer hacker, could have found.  She’d made it marginally difficult so they would think they were on the right trail.  The real money, the money they thought they would find, would never be found.  Those billions had been transferred so many times, and into so many accounts and currencies, it was long lost.  Sasha and Alice had made a lot off the exchange rates alone.  Their investments had really paid off.  If The Assemblage had really gotten the funds, they wouldn’t have recognized the amounts.  The amount Abram Berinski had quoted them told Alice they had found the fake accounts, the ghost accounts.  And now, somewhere in Europe, Alice and Sasha’s computer was finding computers they hadn’t found before, finding funds that would slowly dwindle away and eat at the last of The Assemblage’s holdouts.  Alice knew that, Sasha didn’t.

She sighed.  Time alone like this was not good for her psyche.  She thought about Kathy and the kids, missing them horribly.  She had been away a long time...too long.  They would have moved on.  And she was worried that the last of The Assemblage would go after them.  She couldn’t do much about that here.

The cell door rattled; they did this twice a day to feed her.  This time a package was sent under the door.  “Shower and change into this,” a voice commanded in Russian.

“And if I don’t?” she challenged in the same language.

Alice didn’t even get to finish her question before she felt the crackling and saw an arc in her room.  The metal in the bed and the walls became electrified.  If not for the blanket that Alice was laying on, she would have felt that, and the pain would have been excruciating.  She got the message, and when she was sure the electricity had been turned off, she got up.  She headed for the shower and without looking at the cameras, began to strip off her clothing.  She took a long shower.  The water wasn’t very hot, but there was plenty of it and she enjoyed it.  Her short hair had turned blonde.  The last dye job hadn’t lasted long and she hated how short her hair was; she missed the long mass of it.  She shrugged and, wrapping a towel around herself, opened the package.  Inside was a beautiful dress, matching shoes, and her cosmetics and perfume.  She was surprised they would let her have anything of her own.  Carefully, she applied the lotion that was with her cosmetics.  Next, she applied makeup until she didn’t recognize herself anymore.  It had been a long time since she wore a ‘face.’  After drying her hair a little more with the towel, she styled it in a becoming spiked style before she started dressing.  Unselfconsciously, aware of the cameras that were probably taking stills of her naked visage, she put on the bra and panties, matching of course, as well as the dress.  The pantyhose was a nuisance, but she managed and then she slipped on the shoes.  She hadn’t dressed this formal in a long time and wondered at the occasion.  She could see the entire combination in the small reflection of the stainless-steel wall.  She shrugged and waited.  They were watching her so they knew she was ready.  Finally, she carefully applied perfume to her neck.  Just a dab on both sides.  She washed the perfume and lotion from her hands carefully.

“Ms. Weaver?” the door opened and a man stood there, dressed formally in a tuxedo.  “I am Xander Baltizar,” he introduced himself in English.  At her startled look, he smiled.  “I’m his son,” he clarified.  “Xander Baltizar the second,” he emphasized.  Then with a little grin of mischief he added, “I believe you knew my brothers, Vashti and Leonid?”

Alice could appreciate morbid humor.  She did indeed remember Vashti and Leonid.  She’d killed them on the Filipov farm back in Russia.  She wondered if this Xander Baltizar knew where his father was...where Alice and Sasha had left him?  She wasn’t about to enlighten him.  She smiled instead and took his proffered arm.  “What’s the occasion?” she asked.

“Oh, we of The Assemblage have decided to celebrate.  You wouldn’t happen to know where my father is, would you?  He would so enjoy this party.  My mother wouldn’t come, but I decided for the sake of my family that I would attend,” he informed her.

Alice didn’t move a muscle at the mention of Xander Baltizar.  He might still be somewhere on the plains outside the mine, wandering forever, for all she knew.  After these many weeks, she hoped, for his sake, he was dead. 

They opened the cell across from her own and Sasha walked out.  Her gown, what there was of it, was equally as beautiful.  The only thing marring its beauty was the gunshot wound on her shoulder.  The scar was nasty, but at least it was mostly healed.  Time might heal or fade that scar, but for now it was horrible, dark, and detracted from Sasha’s beauty.  Sasha looked up, startled at seeing the second Xander Baltizar standing there.

“Ah, Sasha my darling, you look exquisite,” he bowed slightly, releasing Alice’s arm from his as he reached for the other woman’s hand.

Sasha was struck dumb for a moment as she pulled her hand away before he could kiss the back.  Alice sent her a warning look...Play along, they had to see where this was going to lead.  Sasha saw the look and understood.  Swallowing her ire at one of the Baltizars standing before her, she allowed him to reach out and recapture her hand, turn it, and gallantly kiss the back.  “Xander, this is a surprise,” she managed to say in Russian.

“I hope it is a good one?” he asked her with a sardonic smile as he pulled her hand onto his arm and offered the other elbow to Alice once again.

“We shall see,” she answered noncommittally.

He laughed as though she had told a very funny joke.  “Ah, yes.  You two have been very, very naughty, haven’t you?” he glanced back and forth between the two women he was escorting up the hallway.  “Well, this isn’t over, but tonight should be interesting.  Very interesting.”

Neither woman missed the insinuation.  Alice leaned back in time to catch a look from Sasha before they continued into an elevator.  The fourth-floor button was pushed and they rose within the gleaming box.  

“So, what is planned?” Sasha asked, resuming the conversation as though she were the Sasha of old.  She remembered such witty repartee when she had once been courted by this family.

“Ah, that is a surprise and entirely up to the two of you,” he said mysteriously.  Neither woman asked him what he meant, which seemed to disappoint him.  

He showed them into what was obviously a ballroom.  There weren’t many people there.  Alice immediately realized this was the last four of The Assemblage as well as their spouses or employees.  All of them were involved in some way, somehow.  What she wouldn’t have given for an explosion to take them out at this moment.

Konstantinov watched his two captives arrive.  He was still angry that they had somehow out-maneuvered him on the trail of the funds they had stolen from The Assemblage.  Evgeni was still working on that on his orders, but even she had told him admiringly how beautiful and simple they had made it so they couldn’t find the monies.  He chastised himself many times for calling the remaining members and bragging that they not only had the two women in custody, but had found the monies.  To have to tell them that it had been a carefully calculated trick to make him think they had, had been galling.  Even now, more monies were being diverted or siphoned off, but he didn’t know about that yet.

He had to admit that both women looked beautiful in the gowns Evgeni had chosen for them.  He winced at the horrible scar on Sasha’s shoulder.  Her beauty was marred because of that.  However she had gotten that scar, he hoped one of the men of The Assemblage had given it to her.  His eyes narrowed at Alice Weaver.  They had critically misjudged her and her involvement.  He was still convinced that she had hired someone to kill the members of The Assemblage.  She didn’t look like she would harm a flea.  Evidence supporting the theory that she and Sasha had acted alone had been accumulating and still he wasn’t convinced.

Once their guests arrived, he signaled and one of his servants began the music.  He had wanted an orchestra, but was cautioned about having too many witnesses.  It was thought if they treated the two women with refined tastes and class, they would be more amenable to the possibility of giving them information.  Still, they had the two in custody so they could always torture it out of them.

A couple of the guests began to dance.  Alice and Sasha were escorted over to Konstantinov.  “This is our host,” Baltizar began.

“We’ve met,” Alice said dryly.

Baltizar smiled in delight at her humor.  “Ah, Ms. Weaver, may I have this dance?” he asked smoothly.  Before she could say yes or no, he whisked her off onto the dance floor and into a waltz.

“Ah, they look like a beautiful couple,” Konstantinov mentioned to Sasha.  He glanced down at the woman to see her reaction.  She had been close to this family at one time.  They had intended for her and her wealth to come into their family.  The woman didn’t even react.  

Sasha couldn’t have cared less if Baltizar danced with Alice.  She hadn’t cared for him or his family for a long time.  She realized why they were here.  The remaining members of The Assemblage wanted to gloat, they wanted something to show the women.  She wondered when they would just get to it.  Why dress them up and parade them about like this?  She watched as Baltizar tried to put his moves on Alice, nuzzling into her hair and then her neck.

“Ah, Ms. Weaver, what is this scent you are wearing?” Baltizar asked as he held her close for the waltz...too close.

Alice, trying to let him lead, further relaxed into his arms at his question.  He took that as encouragement.  Thinking she was enjoying his hold on her, he pulled her closer and started to nuzzle her short hair.  Next, he rubbed his nose into her neck, inhaling deeply of her scent.  Alice tried not to smile when his lips began to kiss along her neck, becoming wetter as he licked his lips and then slightly tasted her.  Alice waited, then waited some more.  She was starting to worry slightly.

“Um, do you mind if we sit this one out?” he asked shortly.  “I’m not feeling...well,” he finished and Alice led him to a plush chair that didn’t face the dance floor.

“Of course not,” she said kindly, feigning concern.  “Here, let me help you,” she offered solicitously.

Alice left him, snagging a water from a waiter and opening it.  “Here, drink this,” she offered, watching as the effects of her perfume, the one she had bought in Greece, took effect.  The water dribbled from his mouth as he stared at her, horrified.  She smiled into his eyes as she left him and returned to Sasha.

“Didn’t you like dancing?” Konstantinov asked her as he looked beyond her to where Baltizar was sitting, gazing into the fireplace.  He wondered what the man had said to her that she had left him sitting there.

“Yes, he’s a good dancer, but I prefer to dance with–” she began and was interrupted.

“Ms. Weaver, would you dance with me?” another voice was asking.  Konstantinov and Alice both turned to see Evgeni Konstantinov standing there.

“Evgeni,” her uncle hissed.  “Behave yourself!”

“I’d be delighted, Ms. Konstantinov,” Alice told her before her uncle could ruin this opportunity.  She saw the attraction the younger woman could not hide.  

“Evgeni, please,” the woman insisted, pulling her jacket down slightly, emphasizing the fact that she was wearing a tuxedo, the cummerbund pulling her waist tight.

She took the arm the tuxedo-wearing young woman offered and allowed herself to be led onto the dance floor.  Alice wondered if she could pull this off twice in one night, but Evgeni wasn’t holding her as close as Baltizar had.

“You are a brilliant woman, Ms. Weaver,” began Evgeni in a heavily-accented voice.  It reminded Alice immediately of how Sasha had sounded when they first met.  Her English had improved a lot since then.

“Please, call me Alice,” she told her with a seductive smile.  Her eyes held the woman, drawing her in.  “That is very nice of you to say.”

“Ah, I can see the beauty in what you have done to my uncle and his friends.  That was very clever of you to make those ghost accounts.  Is it your program that haunts them now?”

Alice neither confirmed nor denied that.  She tried to look innocent and still seduce the woman.  After all, she was part of the ‘enemy camp’, and as much as Alice hated the idea of killing her, she didn’t know how much the woman was in on this.  “I don’t know what you mean?” she asked instead.

Evgeni just smiled, pulling Alice a fraction closer.  “You are, like Sasha, a woman who loves women, yes?” she asked next.

“What makes you think that?” Alice asked in return, wondering if they knew about Kathy or their children.  She would give nothing away.

“Are you and Sasha lovers?” she asked instead, pulling her just a tiny bit closer, as though Alice wouldn’t notice.

“No, why would we be?” Alice almost mentioned Sasha’s partner.  She had been about to say, ‘Sasha has Lexi.’  She didn’t, however, want to remind ‘them’ about the existence of her either.  No need to give them further ammunition against the two of them.

“Ah, I thought perhaps, being a passionate woman, you would need a woman by now,” she smiled down into Alice’s face, enjoying the view as they twirled around on the dance floor.  A couple of people had left the floor, disgusted to see two women dancing together like this.  Others couldn’t have cared less and continued dancing with their wives or partners, not paying attention at all.

Alice glanced over Evgeni’s shoulder.  Baltizar was sitting in the chair as though he were gazing into the fire.  She wondered if he was dead yet and when someone might notice.  They would, of course, figure out quickly that Alice had something to do with it.  She looked around the ballroom.  It was styled after something she had seen in France once.  Or, maybe, after something that Catherine the Great and her era had built.  The stylish wood was all painted white with gold trim.  It was garish, it was expensive, and it was par for the course with what she had seen of this overdone palace that Konstantinov had built.

“Do you really think I cannot go without?” Alice teased, looking up at the woman with a glint in her eye.  

Evgeni didn’t recognize the predatory glint.  Instead, she saw what she wanted to see, what she hoped to see...desire.  She moved closer.  Alice was now letting her lead the entire dance.  Her strong legs led the smaller blonde around on the dance floor effortlessly, thigh to thigh.  They were a good match.  “I saw Xander trying to seduce you,” she virtually whispered, her lips near Alice’s ear.

Alice smiled, her cheekbone rising and hitting Evgeni’s cheek.  “Not with my permission, I assure you,” she said dryly.

“You didn’t like his attentions?” she asked, her hand on Alice’s back slipping down to the small of her back, inching towards the blonde’s buttocks so elegantly and enticingly displayed in the gown she had chosen for her.

“I didn’t ask for them.”

“Do you like your dress?  I chose it for you,” Evgeni bragged.

“Do you watch me through the cameras too?” Alice whispered in return, hearing the woman’s breathing accelerating slightly.  She knew it wasn’t from their dancing.  She saw as someone began to look closer at Xander Baltizar sitting in the chair by himself, staring into the fire with vacant eyes.

“I do.  You have a magnificent body,” she said admiringly.

“Thank you,” Alice returned, turning her cheek slightly against the taller woman’s.

Evgeni didn’t miss the slight move.  She desperately wanted to put her leg between Alice’s and have the woman grind against her.  That thought alone was making her horny.  She put her lips against Alice’s ear to judge the smaller woman’s reaction.

Alice gasped slightly, for effect.  She knew that Evgeni wanted her...wanted her bad.  For a second, the taller woman faltered in their dance.

“Do you want me?” Evgeni managed to ask, echoing Alice’s thoughts as she kissed below the ear, her tongue swiping along the ridge, kissing lower.  The woman was wearing the most delightful of scents.  She must find out where she bought her perfume.  Evgeni would keep her and...her tongue started to feel funny and so did her lips.  Almost a burning sensation and yet...  She didn’t feel very well.

“Yes, I want you...” Alice began, then when Evgeni pulled back, Alice saw the effects of the perfume.  She smiled in a friendly manner.  “Are you okay?” she asked, as she would have asked anyone, almost as though she...cared.

Evgeni frowned, wondering at the spreading sensation on her lips and tongue.  She licked her lips again and then she swallowed.

“Maybe, we should go sit down?” Alice offered considerately.

Evgeni allowed herself to be led to a chair adjacent to Xander’s.  She saw Alice turn her back to someone who had been about to speak to Xander.  “Isn’t this cozy?” Alice asked brightly, this time in Russian so the person would hear her, as though she were including Xander in the conversation.  They wandered away.  Alice looked at Evgeni and then glanced at Xander.  She smiled and then said, low, “Since this probably won’t work a third time tonight, I’ll tell you.  It was the perfume.  You all watched me through the cameras as I applied it to my person.  It protects me from absorbing the deadly perfume into my body.”  She smiled into Evgeni’s alarmed eyes, and when the woman made to rise, Alice held her firmly to the plush upright chair by leaning on her hands that covered Evgeni’s arms.  “Oh, no.  In a moment, you won’t be able to move, but I assure you, it isn’t a bad way to go,” she said conversationally in English.  She lowered her voice again so only the two of them could hear.  “Your family and their friends,” her glance took in the people dancing, “have a lot to pay for.  You chose to come into the family business and for this you must pay,” she actually sounded regretful.  “Goodbye,” she said as she saw the concoction had paralyzed the other woman.  She got up and left her in the chair next to Xander, who Evgeni could now see was quite dead.  She tried to rise, but found herself unable to move.  Whatever had been in that perfume worked fast.  She looked around the room, but found she couldn’t see far.  Faintly, she saw as Alice moved away towards her uncle.

“You have tired another dancer, have you, Ms. Weaver?” he asked congenially.

“Ah, well, they all think they can handle me,” she answered, her Russian better than when she had begun so long ago.  “Perhaps I could entice you?” she asked hopefully.  Sasha stared at her in alarm, wondering how she could be so friendly with the enemy.

“Oh no, I leave the dancing for those who know how.  I’m afraid I have two left feet,” he joked.

“Perhaps I could teach you,” she offered generously, being sure to spread her arms wide and show off her charms.  The dress had been intended to do that very thing and it wasn’t lost on her or him.

“Many have tried,” he bragged with much bravado, “but alas, no one has succeeded.”

“Would you consider me?” she said with such innuendo she could hear Sasha gasp.  She didn’t dare look at her Russian friend.

He smiled down at her, sure he understood her double entendre.  “I don’t think that would be a wise move.  There is something about you, Ms. Weaver that intrigues me.  There is also something about you that tells me not to trust you.”

“Then perhaps we should try swords sometime.  That is another dance,” she dared him.

“You are good with swords?”

“That and a few other things?”

“Are you any good with guns?”

“Maybe,” she shrugged, showing off the dress again with that elegant shrug.  The fabric raised enough that it tightened across her breasts.

“What, you think you are John Wayne?” he asked with a swagger.

Alice rolled her eyes.  How he could compare her to that man, that six foot plus man of Hollywood hero status, she didn’t know.  Her own petite frame would look ludicrous next to such a man.  She shook her head, “No, I prefer to think of myself as more of a Robin Hood.”

“Who is this Robin Hood?”

“You learn American cinema and you know who the great John Wayne was, but you don’t know who Robin Hood was?”  She shook her head regretfully, using the opportunity to look around the room and assess her enemy’s capabilities.  She shrugged, “I guess he was more English than Hollywood.”

“So, who is this Robin Hood?” he asked, genuinely interested.

“He was a knight of the English court who went kind of rogue when his king was off on the crusades.  He began to rob from the rich and give to the poor,” she answered, quoting one of the many movies out about the man.  

“Ah yes, I can understand this rogue,” he answered.  “But why rob from the rich when the poor keep on giving?” he smiled and then laughed at his own joke.

Alice was burning at his jibe, but smiled politely.  Just then someone noticed that Baltizar wasn’t staring into the fire and went to check on him.  She wondered how far along Evgeni was or if she was already dead?  It had been long enough, but the poison affected everyone differently; that was the beauty of it.

“Konstantinov!” shouted the man who discovered Baltizar.  He was shaking the man, his limp body like a rag doll.

“What the hell?” the older man took long strides and was soon beside his business partner and niece.  It was then someone noticed Evgeni.  A woman screamed.

Two guards behind Alice and Sasha took a step closer to them both, cutting off any exit they may have been planning.  Alice was very aware they were there.

“Vhat’s going on?” Sasha hissed.

“Wait and see,” Alice murmured, watching intently as they realized not one, but two of their own had been killed right before them.  They wouldn’t be able to figure out how.  The only common factor was Alice.

They shook both the now cooling bodies trying to ‘wake’ them, only to find them limp and lifeless.  Both fell to the floor and their pulses were checked.  

Alice took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter.  She was thirsty after all that dancing.

“They’re dead!” a voice rang out in Russian.

Konstantinov looked up at his two prisoners.  Sasha was looking appropriately horrified.  Alice however, was looking merely...interested.  She took a sip of the long flute of champagne, nearly finishing it before her eyes met his over it.  She lowered it and looked at him wide-eyed.  He supposed she was trying to look innocent.  “You!” he bellowed, signaling to the two men standing behind the women.  He got up slowly from the two dead on the floor and began to walk purposely across the floor towards them.  “You!” he said again, pointing at Alice so no one would be confused about whom he was addressing.

Someone turned off the music and everyone stared, those unaware of the discovery coming over to find out that two of their own were now dead.

“You had something to do with this, didn’t you?” he bellowed into Alice’s face.

“With what?” she asked, bored.  She thought of taking another sip of her champagne, but eyeing the glass, decided to keep it as a weapon instead.

“How did you manage to kill them both under our very noses?” he asked, angrily.  He glanced at Sasha, who was now looking curiously at Alice.

“How had Alice killed two members of The Assemblage?” Sasha was wondering.  She’d cheer, but knew they wouldn’t be alive long if she did.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.  You supplied me with this dress.  I have nothing,” she spread her hands wide to show she had no weapon, nearly sloshing the remaining champagne out of her flute.

“You did something!” he accused, pointing a finger.  “You did something!” he repeated.

Her arms still wide, Alice brought her hand down, spilling the rest of the champagne in the glass.  The liquid combined with the glass as it shattered against a table.  She swiftly brought it back up, intending to cut out Konstantinov’s neck, but he jerked back slightly at the sound of the broken flute and this saved his life.  Alice’s reach wasn’t long enough and the tall man was only marginally sliced.

“Seize her!” he roared as his other hand went to his cut neck.  Pulling out a handkerchief, he blotted and then held it to his neck as he saw the amount of blood.

Alice had expected that and elbowed the man trying to grab her.  Expecting little resistance from the petite blonde—her appearance had distracted him—he never expected what he got.  Alice, feeling the elbow strike his mid-section, quickly shot her fist holding the shattered flute up and into the face of her attacker.  The glass, initially intended for Konstantinov, did its job as it sliced into the face of the man.  As he was bending over, her hand came up with the glass, shooting it deep into his brain and through his face.  She let go of the glass.  Another one down.

Sasha wasn’t about to go quietly.  She too had fought off her attacker.  When he grabbed at her arms, she had crouched down.  Losing his balance, he went flying over her head.  Having no weapon, she quickly kneeled across his throat.  Having lost his breath and surprised at her defense, he immediately tried to inhale, but it was cut off by her knee.  He pushed at her and, being stronger than her, Sasha found herself falling backward.

Alice caught her before she landed.  “Whoa, there,” she said as she helped the woman to regain her balance.

Sasha looked down and nearly threw up.  The man Alice had killed was a bloody mess.  The one Sasha had tried to kill was rubbing his now bruised neck and slowly sitting up, glaring at her.

“Ah, you two have skills,” Konstantinov commented, calming down as he saw the violence acted out before him.  His guests were murmuring behind them.  “Perhaps we should bring in the present I’ve been saving,” he said conversationally, gesturing to someone out of sight.  He was still holding a handkerchief to his bleeding neck.

Alice and Sasha turned to see them bringing someone into the ballroom, someone unwilling, struggling, and then...“Lexi!” Sasha cried, hurrying forward as she recognized her girlfriend.  “What in the world are you doing here?” she asked, concerned.

Alice and the others watched as the two women embraced.  Lexi was no longer struggling.  Instead, she was holding the blonde tightly.  “Sasha!” she cried, tears starting to flow.  “They told me you were dead!”

“Ah, she was, and will be again,” Konstantinov commented quietly, keeping his distance from Alice, who eyed him.

Alice was trying to determine if she could take out another of The Assemblage.  She glanced at the other two who had always remained blank on her screen.  Few pictures, rarely seen names, but she and Sasha had both known they rounded out the twelve.  She knew who they were now.  She also knew if she took out Konstantinov here and now, her life would be forfeit and the other two would carry on, expanding The Assemblage to its former glory.

Alice turned back to watch Sasha and Alexis, known as Lexi, as they reunited and wondered how it might be, if ever, for her and Kathy.  She blinked back tears as her heart swelled for her friend at being reunited with her lover.  She held it in check, knowing Konstantinov and the other two were watching.  Any weakness would be exploited.  She’d dealt them a shock tonight.  One of their own and a second had been taken out in a matter of a half hour and they didn’t know how.

“Do you think this is wise?” a voice from Konstantinov’s right asked him.  Alice turned slightly to bring the man into her view.  She studied his face, memorizing it.

“Give her a little joy before I take it away,” he grinned evilly.  He saw that Alice was watching and gestured.  “Have you met our other...guest,” he said to his friend.

“No, but I’ve read the dossier on her,” he said in a snide manner.  “Perhaps I should see how good she is, eh?” he leered.

“What?  You think you could take me?” she answered in the same tone as his.  She looked him up and down and then fixed her gaze as though he was a worm.  “I don’t think so.”

Konstantinov grabbed the man’s arm before he could lunge at the woman.  “Perhaps we could have a little entertainment,” he said louder so the rest of their guests could hear.  “You want her,” he turned to the man who lit up at the invitation, “you have to best her,” he nodded to one of his hirelings who ran out of the ballroom.  In the ensuing silence, Lexi and Sasha became aware of the quiet and looked around.  Lexi looked terrified.  Then she recognized Alice and she began to look angry as she looked from Alice to Sasha and back again.

The hireling came running in carrying two of the swords.  They looked medieval, from England, and Alice looked at them in surprise.  If she had guessed which sword Konstantinov would pick, she would have thought his ego would make him choose the Japanese swords, the daishō.  Still, the choice wasn’t hers and she didn’t react to seeing what was brought.  The other man did, however.

“What?  You expect me to fight her with that?” he asked incredulously.

“After what you made me go through to buy that from your esteemed family, I thought you would like it,” Konstantinov said reasonably.

“I never said I knew...” he began blustering, starting to sweat.

“Ah, but you bragged how your family were master swordsmen.”

Cornered, the man began to take off his tuxedo coat and then his vest and tie.  Alice gazed on with an amused look on her face.

“You aren’t going to fight him, are you?” Sasha hissed in her ear.

Alice turned, surprised that Sasha had been able to get this close without her hearing.  She saw that Lexi was holding her girlfriend’s hand as though she wouldn’t let go.  She also saw the anger in the other woman’s eyes and wondered at it.  As the woman’s eyes darted between Sasha and Alice, she thought she knew why Lexi was angry.  “Yes, I think I shall,” she said in a snobbish voice, almost laughing.

“You could get killed,” Sasha said unnecessarily.

“Yes, I could,” Alice answered and then looked at the dress she was wearing.  It was tight-fitting and didn’t allow for much in the way of leg movement.  She kicked off her shoes and considered cutting the skirt.

“I believe I’ll take...” began her challenger arrogantly as the hireling brought forth the swords.

“As the challenged, I get to choose,” Alice interrupted haughtily.

Glancing at Konstantinov, their host answered for him, “She’s right.”

Alice looked at both swords.  They were exquisitely crafted with long, sharp, metal blades.  The handles were encrusted with precious stones.  One of them though, was missing a stone and her eyes narrowed in on it. “I’ll use that one,” she said, pointing to the sword.  She saw both her host and her challenger looking delighted with her choice.  She knew they thought she would choose the better-looking of the two swords, but she also knew something they didn’t...the one she had chosen had been used.  That was probably why the stone was missing.  It had been used and the other one had never been tested.  She waited while they cleared the dance floor, everyone standing back before she was handed her weapon of choice.

“On guard,” the man said to her, taking a stance that was absolutely unbalanced in addition to mispronouncing the word.  She recognized him from her dossier on the twelve men responsible for The Assemblage...always behind the scenes, always collecting a full share.  He was as nasty as his companions and deserved what she was about to serve him.

“En garde,” Alice returned, giving it the correct French inflection; his English had been atrocious.  “Préparez-vous à mourir,” she added in French for effect, and then in Russian as well, “Prigotov'sya umeret.”  She could hear the gasps around her as both men and women understood her, but it was her opponent she was watching.  She could see that telling him to ‘prepare to die’ had psychologically affected him.  He had already started sweating at this challenge his host had manipulated.  Just because she was a woman, he thought he could defeat her, but he didn’t know Alice Weaver.

His first attempt to strike her with the sword was a failure because Alice simply slipped under it and danced away, but her nylons were making the slippery floor of the ballroom even more slippery.  She quickly bent down, pulled at the edge of her dress, and putting the point through the seam, slit the dress up to her hip, exposing her muscular thighs.  She grabbed for the nylons to do the same, but by then the man had recovered his balance from the fruitless swing and was slicing at her again.  She parried it, following the blade down its entire length and had him yelping as he backed away from the nasty cut she could have given him.  She quickly cut at her nylons, but he was back before she got to the second leg.  The hold her one bare foot gave her on the wooden dance floor helped immeasurably as she ducked under his slice again then spanked him with the flat of her blade, making him look the fool and sending him flying.  It gave her just enough time to slice through her other nylon and have two bare feet on the slippery floor.  She gripped her sword tightly.

“Come on, you coward,” she hissed, egging him on, trying to make him angry.  She repeated it in French and Russian for her audience.

“Coward?  You call me a coward?” he asked angrily.  

She nodded and smiled, waiting for him to come to her as she made come hither motions with her free hand.  Then she put her free hand behind her in a classic stance and waited.

He was angry: first, that he hadn’t ended this quickly and second, that she had dared to disparage him so easily.  She should be frightened of him.  “I’ll get you yet, and your girlfriend too,” he verbally poked at her as he brought his sword up again and made to slice at her.

Alice easily parried and laughed at him as she countered.  “She’s a woman,” she pointed out.  She hoped he meant Sasha and not Kathy.  She prayed they knew nothing about Kathy.

“Okay, your woman friend,” he said in a nasty-sounding voice.  He slashed at her again and quickly tried to come back across her body.

Alice took one step and then another to the side, easily out-maneuvering the inept fool.  Not only was he a poor swordsman, but he couldn’t insult very well.  “She is a woman and she is a friend, however, she is merely a friend and nothing more to me than that.”  She hoped Lexi got the hint in that statement and she hoped they were still talking about Sasha.  “Unlike your friends that hope you die now,” she glanced at the two remaining members of the original Assemblage when she said it.

He glanced where she had looked and while he was distracted for that instant, Alice took the initiative and sliced across his chest.  The white of his tuxedo shirt immediately turned crimson.  He yelped and jumped back, but Alice didn’t let him get away.  She pressed her advantage, knowing the pain would distract the inept fool.  She took another swipe at him across his belly and that too turned crimson.  He looked at her incredulously, unable to get away and amazed at her speed.  She wasn’t even breaking a sweat or breathing hard.  Her other arm was on her hip as she sliced him to ribbons.  With a battle cry, he went after her, smacking her blade out of his way and earning a cut on the back of his arm as he did so.

Alice saw him coming like a bull in a china shop and stepped aside, went into a slight crouch, and tripped him.  He fell face-first on the floor and slid across the wooden floor.  “Ohhh, that’s gonna hurt,” she said aloud in a humorous tone, not bothering to translate it this time.  Enough murmurs did it for her.

Enraged, he got up off the floor, not noticing that he had slid across the dance floor on his own blood.  His face was a mess from sliding along the wood and her humor was not appreciated.  “You bitch,” he said, the word coming in clearly despite the language barrier.

Alice narrowed her eyes slightly as she decided to end this.  She was no longer amused and didn’t want to give him the opportunity to get lucky.  She let him stand up before she began to slash her sword back and forth in front of him in some highly complex and beautiful moves, showing she was not a novice at sword play.  As it mesmerized him and her audience, she quickly took advantage and sliced halfway into his neck, severing the artery and causing it to spurt across the floor, flecking guests with his blood.

“You’ve killed me,” he said unnecessarily as he dropped his sword and put his hands up to his neck to stem the flow.  No one went to his aid as they watched him drop to his knees and slowly fall into a pool of his own blood.

Alice turned and dropped her own sword.  There was no point in continuing or trying to get to the last two members of The Assemblage.  There were AK-47s trained on her at that moment.  She marveled once again at how shiny and new they looked and wondered if any of the morons holding them knew how to clean a gun, much less fire it.

“Well, well, well, someone has taken lessons,” Konstantinov clapped as she dropped her sword.

Alice smiled and made a mock bow.  Her smile didn’t quite meet up with her eyes, which were an odd shade of...yellow.  Konstantinov nearly took a step back.

“But how good would you be against another?” he mused as he tried to hide his fear of this woman.  No, it wasn’t fear.  She simply made him uncomfortable.  He did wonder if perhaps she was responsible for more of the killings than they had realized.

Alice shrugged, “Bring me another.”

He smiled as he tapped his mouth.  “Return them to the cells,” he ordered.  He needed to think.  He knew planning without first thinking it out carefully would be foolish.

His men took the three women and led them away.  This time they did not put them in the elevator, but made them climb down the steps.  Alice was fine in her bare feet, but Sasha was wearing heels and Lexi wore some sort of flat shoes.  Lexi looked the roughest of them all despite Alice’s fight.  Without thinking about it, the soldiers threw the three of them in a cell together.

Alice listened at the door until she heard them step away and walk down the corridor.  They might think with the women locked up they were safe, but putting them in the cell together hadn’t been very bright.

“Are you all right?” Lexi asked Alice, concerned.

“Yeah, I’m fine.  How are you?” she asked with a grin, pleased to see her.

“I don’t know.  They grabbed me a couple weeks ago.  I don’t know how long I’ve been here.”

Alice glanced at Sasha.  “You think they grabbed her before or after the mine?”

Sasha shrugged and held Lexi in her arms protectively.  She couldn’t believe she was here.  She felt so good.  She smelled so good.  She was...alive.  At that moment, she didn’t care when they grabbed Lexi, she just wanted her to be safe.  “We have to get her out of here,” she said unnecessarily.

“We will,” Alice promised and looked around the cell with interest.  The cameras were there as well as the steel walls, protecting them from unnecessary digging.  She’d finally figured out why they put the walls up that way—they could, at will, fry them with electricity.

“How did you two come to be here?” Lexi asked.

“Now is not the time to tell our story,” Alice said in a warning voice to Sasha who had been about to tell her girlfriend everything.  “The walls have ears,” she said meaningfully and glanced up at the cameras.  Then she pointed to be sure they understood her.

Sasha nodded.  “I’ll tell you everything vhen I can,” she promised.  “For now, let’s just zit,” she encouraged Lexi to join her on the bottom bunk and then realized there were only two beds.  “Vhere are ve all going to sleep?” she wondered aloud.

“If you two can’t share a bunk, I’ll sleep on the floor,” Alice told them, which led to an argument about who would sleep where.  Finally, they agreed to switch off, depending on how long they were kept in this cell.

“How long do you think we will be in here?” Lexi asked as she held Sasha’s hand protectively.

Alice shrugged.  “Could be a day, could be a week.  We are at their mercy.”

“How can you be so flip?”

“How can you not?”

Sasha squeezed Lexi’s hand to shush her and they sat back on the bunk, just touching along the length of their bodies.  Alice envied them the warmth, the companionship, and simply finding each other.  It did, however, present another problem: how to get one more person out of the situation they found themselves in.

[image: image]

They kept them there for three days and nights.  Each day they took one of them out of the cell to ask them questions.  Sasha was the second.  They spoke little in the cell itself except in murmurs and even then, kept the information informal.  They didn’t want to give their captors any information they could use against them.

As they led Sasha away, Lexi turned to Alice, “Thank you for keeping her alive.”

Alice nodded, but didn’t say anything.

“She told me nothing happened between the two of you.”

Alice glanced meaningfully up at the cameras and then back at Lexi, “No, nothing would.  She is a friend and that is all.  Is that what worries you?”

Lexi shook her head, glancing up the cameras too and wishing they could talk...really talk.  She could see that Alice understood though.  The woman frightened her after what she saw in the ballroom.  Alice had no problem killing people.  After what Konstantinov had told her Alice and Sasha had
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