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        To the women in my life

        who stand fearless against the enemy,

        who remain rooted in our shared faith,

        who raise me up when I feel defeated,

        who encourage me when I feel weary,

        who lift me up in prayer when I am weak.

        Thank you.
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          Recap - Vengeance is Mine final chapter

        

      

    

    
      Jorja’s feet dangled beneath her limp body as her mind slowly came back to life. Apart from the dull ache pounding against her brow, she felt little else.

      She tried raising her head but could barely move. It felt leaden and unresponsive. The bloodied fluid that had pooled in the center of her bottom lip threatened to drop onto the floor and told her she was suspended, not lying down.

      Turning her attention to the senses she had left, she heard nothing but silence at first. But, as her perception became more vivid, she was certain she was not alone. A scuffle to her right caught her attention, and she tried turning her head sideways to listen. There was shallow breathing directly beside her. Her mind instantly went to Ben, and she tried calling out his name. But the poison hadn’t worn off yet, and it had left her tongue thick and bitter tasting. The vile sensation in her mouth made her feel sick, and she fought the urge to throw up. Desperate to make sense of it all, she willed her mind into full consciousness. Soon, fragments of memories cut through the blanket of fog that held her mind captive.

      She recalled the sharp sting in her neck, Gustav’s frantic shouting next to her, and Ben’s muscular hand in hers. They’d been ambushed, taken by surprise, and driven to the ground without so much as a chance of fighting off Sokolov’s men. Sobering thoughts drove through the fog. They were still alive. At least, she was.

      “Ben,” she forced his name from her numb lips, then listened.

      Next to her, she heard him moan, barely audible, but she was certain it was him. She shot up a prayer of thanks that he was still alive and again called out to him. This time, his voice was louder. Still unable to lift her head much, she forced her heavy eyelids open. Her vision was blurry, but she soon traced the outlines of his body next to her. Like her, he was suspended from the roof; his hands bound high above his head.

      Desperate to gain control of her body again, she tried moving her feet beneath her to support her weight. It worked, but her body weighed a ton and her injured arm suddenly shot immeasurable pain through her shoulder. They had tied her hands above her head too, unaware of the injury to her arm. Suddenly emotions overtook her and she tried to fight back the urge to cry, but couldn’t. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Tears of gratitude for being alive, but also tears of fear for the unknown. Sokolov could have easily killed them, yet he hadn’t. Why? And where was Gustav?

      With her sight now almost fully restored and the nerve-endings in her body slowly coming to life, she managed to lift her head off her chest. Next to her, Ben moaned as his body also steadily came to life.

      “Ben, can you hear me?”

      He moaned a response.

      “You’re okay, it’s just the effects of the toxin still wearing off. Give it a few minutes.”

      The feeling in her legs had slowly returned and she managed to put her full body weight on her legs to stand. The motion instantly released the tension of the chains on her hands and arms.

      Glimpses of clay-colored cobbles eventually flowed into a powdery amber floor. At first impression, it felt similar to that of a dank cellar of sorts, but it was far too expansive. There was something eerie about it, like death was present.

      Gustav was nowhere to be seen and she looked over her shoulder searching for him. Loose chains similar to the ones that bound her and Ben were dangling close behind her and to her left. Fear suddenly gripped her. What if they had already killed him and they were coming for her or Ben next? She trembled at the thought of being tortured first. Sokolov had every reason to hold a grudge against her, and certainly against Gustav.

      “Jorja, did they hurt you?”

      Ben’s voice had her turn to face him.

      “No, I’m fine. You?” She noticed a deep cut above his nose and the dried blood on his skin.

      “I’ll live.”

      On his feet now too, he yanked at the chain above his head.

      “It’s no use. Save your energy.”

      She saw Ben searching the space.

      “I think we’re underground somewhere, maybe a cellar,” she announced.

      “Or a dungeon.”

      “They took Gustav. At least, I think they did. Look.” She pushed her head back over her left shoulder to point out the shackles that dangled from the chain. “What if Sokolov tortured him to give back his money?”

      “Then he got what he deserved.”

      “No one deserves death, Ben, no matter how much we despise him.”

      She bit her lip, forcing herself not to ask if he thought they’d come for her next. But Ben had sensed her burning question already.

      “If he wanted us dead, his men would have killed us already.”

      She was about to offer her thoughts when the sound of keys clanked against a door somewhere in front of them. They listened as an iron bolt scraped against metal before the door creaked open.

      Feet shuffled toward them. As the faint light brought them into her vision, Jorja saw two burly men dragging Gustav toward them. When they were close enough and his face came into view, she saw he had been beaten. Her body tensed, steeling herself for what might become her fate next.

      “What did you do to him? Why are we here?” she dared to ask.

      The men ignored her questions and finished securing Gustav Züber to the chains. When they were done, they moved to one side, hands clasped in front of them like military men waiting for their next command.

      Once more, footsteps announced the arrival of another captor, and they pinned their eyes onto the shadowy outlines of a well-dressed man as he slowly moved into the light.

      Jorja recognized him the instant the light fell on his deep-set eyes that peered at her from beneath his heavy black brows. Artem Sokolov’s angry gaze sliced into her soul, making her heart plunge to her stomach with dread.

      She wanted to say something, but her tongue caught in her throat, and she tore her eyes away from his intense gaze instead.

      He moved closer, so close that she could smell his expensive cologne, taste the vodka on his breath when he spoke.

      “Your business partner is refusing to cooperate with me, Miss. Rose, so I am wondering what to do next.”

      “He’s not my business partner,” she replied, her tone icy.

      Sokolov’s eyes narrowed.

      “I don’t like liars, Jorja, especially if they lie to my face.”

      “She’s not lying. Ben jumped to her defense.

      “Tell your boyfriend to shut his mouth.”

      He let his unspoken threat linger before he spoke again. “Do you know why I had my men bring you here instead of killing you?”

      She refused to answer.

      “Fine, I will tell you. You and Mr. Züber cost me millions, not to mention the damage caused to my family name. So, I thought, I could turn a blind eye and let my men have the satisfaction of killing you, or I can do it myself. Naturally, you can understand that it will bring me much more pleasure to see you beg for your life before I kill you. So, here we are.”

      Sokolov turned to one of his men who handed him a gun before taking up his position again.

      “But here is my problem. I don’t know which one of you to kill first.” He let out a sadistic laugh that echoed through the underground space.

      Resting the tip of the gun against his dimpled chin, he looked at Gustav who was barely conscious. “Mr. Züber was my first choice because, well, it’s obvious he ran the show and should therefore die first. Then again, I didn’t expect to be lucky enough to also have your boyfriend join us.”

      “Leave him out of this, Sokolov. He had nothing to do with what happened,” Jorja begged.

      Sokolov laughed again.

      “That is precisely my problem, Jorja. You see, to derive maximum satisfaction from this vengeful situation, killing him first will undoubtedly hurt you most. See where I’m going with this?”

      His phone buzzed in his pocket and he stopped to read the text. Anger instantly flushed his cheeks and, seconds later, he dropped the phone back into his pocket. He took a few steps back then aimed his gun at Ben.

      “Decision made. He goes first, then you, and finally Züber. Not only did the two of you steal from me, but now Züber’s entire double-dealing business and client list is in every newspaper across the globe! Losing money is one thing, but taking my children’s inheritance and tarnishing my family name is an entirely different situation.”

      He aimed the gun at Ben’s chest, then turned to see the pain that Ben’s death would render in Jorja’s eyes.

      “No, wait!” she yelled. “Let us go and I will not only get all your money back, but I will clear your name and ensure you have enough bargaining power to keep you out of jail for a very long time.”

      Sokolov’s gaze probed her face but he held his aim, so Jorja tried to negotiate with him once more.

      “I can get you the Salvator Mundi.”
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      Silence fell as Jorja’s words left her mouth and held Artem Sokolov’s attention hostage. His dark eyes pierced her soul, searching, intruding, verifying her pledge.

      “I can get you the Salvator Mundi,” she repeated again, her voice slightly desperate as her eyes darted back and forth between Ben and the gun in Sokolov’s hand.

      “I heard you, Jorja. I just don’t believe you.” Sokolov called her bluff.

      “It’s the truth. I will get it for you if you let us go—all of us.”

      Something in Sokolov’s eyes revealed that she had piqued his curiosity. She’d successfully hooked him, bought them some time.

      But he wasn’t budging.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, her mind frantically searching for what to say next that would clinch the deal toward their freedom.

      “It’s worth a lot of money, Artem. Half a million dollars by the most recent estimate, but it’s worth a lot more to you in collateral.”

      She kept his gaze and waited for him to respond. Except he didn’t. Instead, Gustav spoke.

      “You’re a traitor, Georgina.” Gustav’s strained voice rang in her ears as he spat a ball of bloodied saliva towards her. Sokolov laughed aloud at Gustav’s unintentional confession before lowering the gun next to his side. “See, I knew you were hiding something, Züber. The two of you were planning a heist after all. And you said you weren’t partners anymore.” His tongue clicked against his teeth in disapproval as he moved to stand in front of Jorja.

      “You surprise me, Jorja. I must confess. You had me for a moment. But that’s what you are good at, isn’t it? Being the mistress of deceit.”

      “We weren’t planning anything, Artem. I didn’t lie to you.”

      “She’s a liar!” Gustav yelled out. “Everything she says is a lie.”

      His outburst had no effect on Sokolov, whose gaze continued to stare Jorja down. His eyes told her that he didn’t believe her and as his hand lifted away from his side once more to point his gun at Ben’s face, his cellphone rang.

      The ringtone was that of a merry-go-round’s and it instantly snapped Sokolov’s attention away from them. He dropped his aim and turned to take the call. When, a few moments later, his face revealed that the call must have been from one of his children, Jorja silently prayed it would have him leave the room. She needed more time to solidify her plan, to find out what Gustav knew.

      When Sokolov ended the call, he handed his gun to one of his henchmen before facing his captives. Once more, his eyes were on Jorja.

      “You must think me a fool, Jorja. The Salvator Mundi was purchased in a legal auction several years ago and I happen to know who bought it. I don’t steal from my friends, not even to save my own skin.”

      He turned and swiftly left the room, his men following close behind him.

      When the door closed behind Sokolov and his three prisoners were left alone, Gustav wasted no time.

      “I should’ve known better than to get in bed with the likes of you again. You’re an idiot, Georgina. You think you can bargain your way out of this, but you’re dead wrong. Artem Sokolov will kill us the moment you hand over that painting.”

      “If you have a better idea to get us out of this mess alive, Gustav, then by all means, spit it out. I did what any normal human would do when a gun is pointed at her face.”

      “Yes, well, I guess it blew up in your face, didn’t it? He’ll be back and then he will finish us all off.”

      Jorja paused and ignored his bitter tirade. Her instincts were suddenly alive and she knew exactly why. “You don’t know where it is, do you.”

      Gustav’s expression revealed she had successfully guessed the truth.

      “How did I not see that? You are the fraud you’ve always been, Gustav Züber! You don’t have any idea where that painting is.  Sokolov was right. It was sold via proxy at an auction and to this day, no one knows for certain who bought it or where it is. It’s been missing for years. I cannot believe I fell for it.”

      Jorja looked away. Her insides were alive with fury. More than that, her body felt numb with fear.

      She looked apologetically at Ben, whose warm eyes told her that everything would be okay. But she knew it wouldn’t.  She had made a promise she could not deliver on. A promise made in good faith trusting a sworn enemy who had nothing but malice toward her. They were going to die, all of them, down in the dungeons where their murders would be hidden from the world, their identities dissolved as if they’d never existed.

      Near silent sobs pushed into her throat as she hung helplessly from the rafters above.

      “You played me, Gustav. Our death will be on your head.  This is all on you. You’ll as much as pull the trigger yourself when he kills us. But the joke is on you, Gustav. During all our times together, you’d always told me how you wanted the world to remember you. The great Gustav Züber. Art extraordinaire. Master appraiser. But you are nothing more than a lowly murderer, a liar. That’s the legacy you’ll be leaving behind.  That’s how the world will remember you. A cheating murderer.” Her voice sounded dejected.

      “I didn’t play you, Georgina, and I’m not a murderer! I told you. I made many friends in prison and it just so happens that one of them is a member of a French mob. He told me the painting was hidden behind a wall somewhere in Abu Dhabi, and that he knew where.”

      “And let me guess. You promised him a cut when I stole it for you, didn’t you?”

      “Five percent. That’s it. The rest is ours.”

      “Are you listening to yourself, Züber?” Ben spoke for the first time since Sokolov left. “You’re talking as if there is still a deal on the table, trusting our lives in the hands of a French mobster’s tip-off. That’s if this mobster friend of yours is, in fact, even telling you the truth. Because, if he really knew where it was, then why not just steal it himself? You were duped, man, and now we’re all going to die because of it.”

      “I wasn’t duped. He had it on good authority. I trust him.”

      “Trust him? You’re insane, Züber. The man’s a gangster who will say anything you want to hear when you share a jail cell,” Ben scoffed.

      “It doesn’t matter now anyway,” Jorja said. “Who cares if your French mobster friend told the truth or not. Sokolov has one up on us. Criminals like him are all in cahoots with one another. Heck, it might even be hidden behind one of his walls for all we know.”

      “The man told me the truth. Once you share a cell with an inmate there’s a bond nothing can break.  We stood together, had each other’s backs. He’s good for it.”

      “Like I said, Gustav, it doesn’t matter. Sokolov isn’t interested. We don’t have any bargaining power without a worthwhile trade,” Jorja reasoned.

      “Oh, Artem Sokolov will come around. Just you wait and see. I’ve done enough business with him over the years to know what it looks like when a man has his back against the wall. You were right about one thing, Jorja. The Salvator Mundi was auctioned and bought by proxy, but it left the auction house and never made it to its destination. You, of all people, should know the bounty that would have been placed on that painting. I can think of at least a dozen very influential men who would have paid a small fortune to intercept that transfer. And as it happens, my guy worked for one of them.”

      Their conversation was interrupted when Sokolov re-entered the room. His facial expression looked noticeably different from when he had left earlier and Jorja spotted it immediately as he walked toward them. Under his heavy, dark eyebrows, his eyes took hers prisoner and lingered on her face. She tried to think of something to say but words escaped her. This was it. Their time was now.

      Sensing what was to come, her eyes filled with tears and she looked sideways at Ben.

      Each refusing to give Sokolov the satisfaction of seeing the pain in their eyes, Ben and Jorja held their gaze, resolute to face death’s dark welcome together. In the hollow, cold underground space they heard Sokolov’s finger pull back the hammer of his revolver, waited for the firing pin to slam against the cylinder that would discharge the first bullet, each expecting them to be first.

      Gustav yelled, “No, please, stop!” But the thunderous clapping of the gunshot echoed through the space and instantly silenced Gustav’s pleas.

      Jorja’s body shook uncontrollably when she realized Sokolov had shot and killed Gustav. Tears tightened her throat as she fought back the urge to explode into a sobbing mess. She will not give Sokolov the vengeful satisfaction he had been seeking, even if she choked to death on her fear.

      Resolved in the knowledge that Ben would most probably be next, she shut her eyes and prayed that God forgave her for her part in it all, and that He would meet them both on the other side.
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      Below her tear-soaked chin, the barrel of Sokolov’s gun tilted Jorja’s head up, forcing her to look at him. The metal was hot as it touched her skin, and even when he had succeeded in raising her head to face him, she kept her eyes shut.

      “Look at me,” Sokolov demanded between gritted teeth. His voice was cold and demanding.

      Unable to defy him she opened her eyes and gasped when her eyes locked with his. In that moment, she knew she was no longer staring into the eyes of a mortal man. His eyes were black, glaring, piercing deep into the very essence of her being as if she had come face-to-face with the devil himself. Fear ran away with her and when she could no longer hold it back, it erupted in a wave of tears that lodged into her throat while he spoke.

      “You have one week to get me that painting or he dies next.”

      The shock of his threat brought her tears to a dead halt. As he turned and barked a command at his men, Jorja yelled,

      “I can’t do it without Ben. I need him.”

      But her words had no effect on Sokolov, who continued walking towards the exit.

      “Artem, please, there’s no way I can pull a heist this big without Ben.“

      “A week, Jorja, or Ben joins your associate,” Sokolov shouted over his shoulder before the door closed behind him.

      

      His evil stare lingered in her memory long after Artem Sokolov left the room and ordered his men to drop Jorja off in the center of town. Bound and blindfolded in the back of their car, she begged his men to persuade Sokolov to let Ben join her, but they ignored her and she eventually gave up asking.

      They soon dumped her on the side of a steep embankment under a bridge, freed her sight and hands, then drove off. The night air was icy and wet against her skin as she lay there in the dark shadows of several tall trees. Her body felt sore and tender, her heart heavy with fear.

      When she finally managed to pull herself up on her feet, she took in her surroundings and instantly recognized her location. Relief washed over her when she saw the Rhône River to her right. She was still in Geneva—the old city, to be precise.

      The pain from her hurt arm was unbearable and she clutched it tightly against her body as she started to move up the small slope.

      She’d need to find a place to stay, at least for the night, until she knew what to do next.

      Exhausted, she shuffled across the cobbles of a nearby street as she followed the quiet road toward one of the smaller hotels she knew of. When she finally reached the unassuming boutique hotel, she stopped just outside the entrance, bending down on one knee as she buried her hand inside her sock. Moments later she retrieved a small bundle of cash, grateful that she’d kept up with the habit all these years.

      ‘Always come prepared’. Ben’s words echoed in her mind.  It was one of the primary lessons he’d taught her back when they first started out together.  She thumbed through the small wad of Sterling in her hand, counting out enough to pay for one or two nights’ stay, and a little extra to motivate the clerk should he not accept foreign currency. Tucking the remainder back inside her sock, she rose to her feet and entered the building.

      

      The young man behind the front desk jumped to attention the moment the door chimes alerted him to her arrival.

      “Bonsoir, Madame,” he greeted.

      “I need a room, please.”

      “But, of course, Madame. How many nights?”

      “Two, for now, and it’s not madame.”

      “Forgive me, Mademoiselle.”

      He continued with the reservation glancing suspiciously at the blood stains on her face and clothing.

      “I had a car accident,” she lied quickly, sliding several large notes across the desk.

      The young desk clerk’s eyes fixed on the cash which he quickly transferred to his pocket, aborting the formal reservation immediately after.

      “I know a doctor if you need one.”

      “Thanks, but I just need a hot shower and a bed, and perhaps a bucket of ice, if possible,” she added.

      “Of course,” he whispered as he pushed a room key across the counter and directed his eyes toward the stairwell.

      “Second floor, turn right. It’s the room at the end of the passage, nearest to the fire escape.  I’ll leave the ice and a few refreshments outside your door. Anything else, just dial nine from the room telephone. I’ll be here all night.” He finished with a polite smile.

      She thanked the insightful clerk and made her way up the stairs and to her room.

      Leaving the lights off, she drew open the heavy sunshine-yellow curtains just enough to allow the soft glow of the full moon in to partially light up the small room. Flinching in pain, she took off her leather jacket and tossed it onto the bed before she dropped down onto the edge of the bed next to it. For the first time in days, she was alone and out of danger, at least for the time being. It wasn’t going to be easy, but she’d have to try and get a few hours of sleep. She was going to need it.

      But, as her mind replayed the events that led up to that moment, alone in the dark hotel room, her emotions overwhelmed her.

      Fear sat dormant inside the pit of her stomach, threatening to engulf her insides at any moment. For the first time in years, she felt completely helpless. In a brief moment of insanity, she thought of turning herself in to the police, seeking their help in finding Ben, telling them everything and bearing whatever dire
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