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Through the windows of the International Terminal at Atlanta International Airport, Jake watched a B-777 pull up to the Jetway Bridge and stop. The ground crew waved lighted wands, and one of them dragged a fat black power cord to one side of the aircraft’s nose. Mika and Jake passed jet-lagged deplaning passengers on the Jetway Bridge.

He had snapshot images of her in his mind. The memories cut open the wound. He thought he could handle it. He focused on the aircraft door and waited for her and two Interpol agents. The photos they sent documented that she was as beautiful as the day she ran from the law. What he had come to learn the hard way in this life was that beauty is often the beast. The first time Jake saw her was in Abrams’s office, the psychiatrist. She was there to try to tame her demons.

The Department's policy required shrink time after a shooting. He saw her for a moment as he raced out of Abram's outer office. The receptionist tried to schedule his next appointment. Being with Abrams didn’t take away the nightmares. He killed the suspect who fired an assault rifle like a professional. He didn’t know it was a sixteen-year-old girl under the ski mask before he punched her ticket to hell. Internal Affairs said the shooting was justified.

He immersed himself in his work as a homicide detective. Pursuing murderers was a weird way to try to forget. Business was up, the murder rates were on the rise, and more angry people were on the streets. His inbound fugitive had captured his heart. He planned to love her forever. Their love affair came to an abrupt halt while he was searching for Abrams’s killer and found out she killed him–Hannibal Lecter in stilettos. She left his name in blood on the wall, above the rigid corpse in Boston. She slipped away to Europe before law enforcement could stop her. Five years later, the agents escorted her back. Mika stood next to him. The fugitive had damaged them. Jake reached to relieve a tight knot in his neck. His head needed aspirin, and his stomach begged for a Zantac.

“How are you, Jake?”

“I want this over with fast.”

Since she ran from the law, Jake had buried his pain, but as he waited for her to deplane, the pain returned in full force. He thought he was a mountain, sturdy and strong, but even mountains eroded into deserts over time. He thought he had control over his life. The way he felt disproved his belief.

He watched the suits glued to their cell phones, talking loudly, and the scurrying airport employees who worked in the zoo. The elderly passed by in wheelchairs, slouched over, scowling and suspicious-eyed. Trailer trash males eyed the teenage girls in shorts and tank tops. Goth kids were painted with jet-black hair and eyeshadow. Pregnant moms pushed strollers the size of an RV, piled high with bags, with no room left for the two-year-old. They walked out of the plane in an assortment of T-shirts, jeans, flip-flops, and even pajama pants. Jake watched the young woman with the inflated implants and collagen lips. She gave Jake a pouty smile. He thought the law wouldn't be a problem for her, but someday the Law of Gravity would. The citizenry could never have been foreseen by Washington, Adams, and Jefferson. When word circulated about a fugitive on the plane, smartphones came out to record the event, hoping for a million hits on YouTube.

To Lori, the flight time seemed shorter because she knew the destination was not where she wanted to go. She struggled on the inside to accept what she faced. She wondered if she could live in a cell the rest of her life. She forgot how grueling flying was, despite her twelve years as a flight attendant. She learned on the flight about her notoriety in the US, how much people knew about her life, and the NYT bestseller about her. Female passengers asked her to sign their hardcover copies. Male passengers kept their distance.

The tall agent locked her wrists in handcuffs before the aircraft door opened. The prisoner would be the last to get off. They escorted her to the L1 door.

“Here she comes,” Mika said.

To Mika, the fact that the killer she chased for so long would soon be in her custody seemed surreal. It was hard to grasp that the exchange was happening. She pushed her fingers through her raven hair. Her face tightened when she first saw Lori.

It took just one step for Lori to lose her freedom.

It was the first time Mika had seen Lori in person. She noted the flowing California blond hair and captivating blue eyes. The expression on her face was resignation. She gave no resistance.

“Special Agent Mika Scott, a pleasure to meet you.”

The taller agent, impeccably dressed, reached out his hand.

“I am Inspector Michel Rugard.”

Mika shook hands.

“You, sir, you must be Detective Jake Roberts.”

They badged one another.

“This is Inspector Rafael Franconi. He has the required documentation for the prisoner's transfer with him. Everything is in order, I can assure you.”

Along with the paperwork, the agents delivered the notorious, beautiful serial killer to Jake and Mika.

Two APD officers shouldered past them. O’Donnell stooped to place ankle shackles on Lori.

Mika waved him off. He cleared his throat. The second officer waited until one agent had removed his handcuffs, then replaced them with his own. Mika waved him off when he pulled out a waist chain.

When Lori was active, she felt nothing for her victims, all domineering, arrogant, and abusive males. She watched them beg for their lives. Since she fled to Europe, she had become dormant; not one male victim died at her hands. The voices had gone silent.

Because it had been Mika’s case, the FBI administrator swore her in on a temporary status. He allowed Mika to walk Lori the rest of the steps to justice. Mika Mirandized her. In a whisper, Lori acknowledged.

“Ms. Powers, I’ve waited many sleepless nights and very long days for this moment.”

Lori didn’t answer because her daughter Emily took center stage in her thoughts. Emily was the reason for everything. How many times had Emily called out to her both in life and death? Her suicide ended years of abuse by her father.

When Jake stood face-to-face with her, Lori made eye contact and searched for forgiveness.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know,” Jake said.

They thanked Rugard and Franconi.

Mika and Jake took the lead down the Jetway stairs. Jake held the paperwork stuffed inside an envelope.

At the bottom of the stairs, they walked her to a black Suburban with heavy-tinted windows. Lori was guided into the middle seat. Mika climbed in next to her on the near side, while Jake walked to the far side. Before he got in, Jake glanced up at the faces pasted against the windows. The pounding rotor blades of the police helicopter were overhead. The driver pulled behind the motorcycle escort. Outside, shrill sirens blared, and blue lights ricocheted off the terminal. Inside the Suburban, the silence was uncomfortable. The fanfare and hype of her arrival were over in what seemed like the flash of the jumbo airliner’s strobe light.

During the drive, Lori’s pained expression suggested there was a parade of vivid images of her many victims...the Catholic priest, the Senator, the CEO, airline Captain Parker, and Dr. Abrams. Abrams, rather than helping her, solicited her to kill his wealthy wife. Lori was relieved it was over. Her only wish for the future was to visit her Emily one more time.

Mika disappeared into her own thoughts, the dream, which haunted her every night, the one she told Jake about so often in tears. The day was closure for her. Her father, Robert Scott, owned an international intelligence company. He was successful and wealthy. When he passed, Mika left the Bureau, took control of the business, and became a major player in the business. Her successes in tracking fugitive felons were legendary. Lori had avoided capture by staying off the radar, off the grid. She never surfed the Internet, never had a Facebook page, and never used Twitter or Google. She didn’t fake her own death, a mistake made by fugitives. She never tried to sneak back home.

But then came the letters, Lori’s only mistake. It was when Jake called Mika. He found one of the letters. Lori was a strong, intelligent woman with one weakness: Emily. She knew the danger the letters posed, knew they were crumbs on the trail, but they had gone undetected for so long, she felt safe sending them. Jake stared out the side window. The letter he found broke the case. The letter, addressed to Emily’s grave, was inside his APD-stenciled windbreaker.

The secretary, who ran the day-to-day affairs of the cemetery, believed the letter was just like all the hundreds of fan letters sent to Lori. She remanded them to the trash. From the last bag of trash I carried, the letter fell out and landed on the concrete. The groundskeeper, an elderly man lost in his own time, picked it up, delivered it to Emily's grave according to the address on the envelope, and laid it against the tombstone. After Lori left the country, Jake would surveil Emily’s gravesite to see if she might return. He saw the envelope, saw the European postmark, opened it, and read the heartbreaking words about a mother’s despair. With the letter in their hands, Mika and Jake debated ending the chase for Lori. They considered letting the cold case turn into an arctic case, but they still believed in the law. With the letter, Mika was able to track Lori. They passed through intersections cordoned off by traffic cops.

They arrived at the precinct, and the Suburban took the down lane through a police line that tussled with the media into the parking garage. They parked and exited the SUV. Lori was taken through two double doors and into an elevator to be processed in Central Booking. While she went through the system, Jake found a quiet place. Mika found a seat next to him. They knew why Lori murdered those men. Both didn’t feel the slightest sympathy for her victims. They were all deserving scumbags.

“It’s over, Jake,” Mika said.

“We’re all in prison. Some just have the keys to their cells,” he said.

A fifteen-foot wall with shards of glass embedded in the crown surrounded the estate in Atlanta. It occupied the largest pre-Civil War plantation. A castle-sized mansion replaced the main house and rested on elevated ground so as not to obstruct the 360° view. The double oak doors with the family crest stood at the top of ten granite stairs. Once inside, the guest would wait in a cathedral-sized foyer. Left was a row of sixteen garage doors that housed classic cars. To the right was the fountain in a lake, which spewed water fifty feet into the air. The tower of water cascaded down, forming a rainbow when backlit by the sun. When the timer turned the fountain on, it brought a protest of honks from the resident family of swans.

Inside, the mansion was more of a museum than a home. Security was tight. You couldn’t use one of the fifteen bathrooms without being watched on a screen in a dark room. In one of the mansion’s rear corner turrets, far from where the rest of the family lived, was a room with walls covered in black velvet. From the peak of the tall ceiling hung a single halogen bulb inside a light fixture. Below was an array of servers, computers, and large-screen monitors on a command-center desk. LEDs blinked. The equipment was loaded with advanced hardware and software, none of which was available to the military, government agencies, or the marketplace. There was no need for a mouse and keyboard. The man who sat at the desk used computer voice commands to get what he wanted.

Jared Hamilton had a top-notch I.Q. In his early years, he wore thick glasses and walked with an insecure gait. He was self-conscious and awkward. His mind was a whirlwind of mathematical equations and theoretical physics. He could solve equations without breaking a sweat. What he could never do was relate to other humans. Dad’s first wife, Madison, couldn’t conceive, but she performed sex acts like a Cirque de Soleil contortionist, which worked well for Dad during his empire-building years. Number two, Whitney, was a society Georgia Peach, who slept her way into dad’s life, but then only found true satiation while sleeping with dad’s yard help, pool cleaners, and several steroid cases from the gym. She did help increase his fortune in the financial sector, including on Wall Street, which was perfect for his empire-expansion years. Whitney launched dad into being an ultra-filthy-rich guy that the regular rich envied.

Contessa, Jared’s biological mother, was a trophy wife like the others. An international supermodel, Contessa had graced the covers of many glam magazines for years. She did not increase his wealth or the size of his empire, but she had a functional uterus, which enabled him to have a male heir.

By the time Jared was born, Richard had already orchestrated the boy’s future, so his son would one day rule the world. Jared’s mom knew her son was a genius and fawned over him. Dad remained a dominant figure in Jared’s life but was an absentee parent, conquering corporate kingdoms around the globe.

Stepsister Constance, the daughter of Whitney and her first husband, was six years older. Richard adopted Constance. She failed most of her classes while enduring female physical changes driven by flashpoint emotions.

It was rare for Constance and Jared to cross paths, but when they were together, they found they had one thing that bound them together like no other. They both felt alone, surrounded by billions of people, none of whom could ever understand them.

She spent her pre-teen years with her stepmom, Contessa, in malls. At fifteen, she fell in love with a classmate, the son of Latino parents who crossed the border in the dark of night.

They began the long, hard climb in America to reach their dreams. His mother found work as a nanny in the suburbs. His father worked two jobs until he started his own lawn care business. Business was good, and they could afford good schools for their children. Carlos was reminded often of their roots, the severe poverty they had escaped. He was pressured by his parents to succeed. He earned a scholarship to Constance’s affluent private school, but his classmates bullied him.

Constance first saw him in her biology class, a handsome boy with jet-black hair and passionate eyes. She couldn’t stop thinking about him. They were paired up in biology class to dissect a frog. After class, they talked. The quiet boy, she found, had a lot to say. He was glad someone listened. He found he couldn’t stop thinking about her, and it wasn’t long before biology and passion overtook them both. She followed him when Carlos began to rebel. He blamed the wealthy, whom he said had an insatiable desire to increase profits by transforming the working class into the third world in America. She saw the passion and fire in his eyes. When Carlos went full-blown militant, Constance hit the brakes on the One-Percent Interstate and turned onto Revolutionary Road. She committed to him. The only problem was that her adopted father was the man.

Her little half-brother was in a weird world of his own. Had the new radical used her head, she could have unleashed her quirky brother’s skills to cause far more havoc as a compatriot.

Constance’s revolution was her passionate needs. She took it in as she gave it up. Each penetration pushed her further over the edge, until the screw of her short lifetime, screwed her up for good. In the end, she died at age sixteen on Revolutionary Road.

Jared was on a different hormonal and philosophical timetable than hers; he, along with his own little army of malfeasant characters running inside his head, found other ways to terrorize the world from his private turret.

Contessa gave Jared all the attention she could between prestigious charitable events on her calendar. Richard knew his son was bright, but never thought the boy would ever outsmart him, and wrote off his son’s arrogance to DNA and to being spoiled.

One sunny afternoon out on the estate, Richard handed his son a baseball mitt and then walked ten feet away. He asked if the boy was ready, and after a small nod, Richard tossed a baseball to him. Jared calculated the trajectory, wind, drift, electromagnetic field, as well as speed and azimuth in a nanosecond, but his baseball-gloved hand remained idle at his side. The baseball broke his nose. The boy never forgave his father, who stood motionless, unmindful of the injury, while contemplating how someone so intelligent could lack common sense. After breaking Jared’s nose, Dad spent his weekdays and evenings away on business.

The Hamiltons realized the teachers at his private elementary school were no match for Jared. While most children struggled to read Dr. Seuss’s weird incantations, Jared was reading the classics. Richard and Contessa agreed with the experts who insisted that Jared be tutored at home by those who wrote the books, from microbiology to quantum mechanics, from nuclear medicine to astrophysics. The Hamiltons had the money for their son’s intellectual pursuits.

Richard noted his son’s abnormal behavior when he saw him breastfeeding at age seven. Jared would fondle his mother’s breasts. The attempted breastfeeding and nuzzling continued into his pre-teens, but Jared’s psychiatrist said it was just a phase he was going through. After the consultation, she accepted the doctor’s evaluation and conclusion. As a good mother would, she continued to lavish encouragement upon the boy and made sure he had everything he ever wanted. She attended his achievement awards ceremonies and beamed her supermodel smile.

The darkness of his room was Jared’s real home. There, his mind expanded to an even higher level. As he got older, the geekiness disappeared, and his beautiful mother's genes began to transform him. Lasix surgery corrected his vision. The Coke-bottle glasses got tossed. Jared learned how to apply his father’s charm and salesmanship to coerce people into giving him what he wanted. If the subtle coercion failed, Jared knew other ways to get what he wanted. He had also learned how to manipulate people from the bullies he endured in formal school. Rather than becoming disabled from the bullying, he studied the techniques of direct and indirect attacks, subtle mind manipulation, how to induce paranoia, how to use double-meanings, and how to invade personal space.

He underwent a second transformation when he began to wear khaki pants and polo shirts, which better concealed his lethal disposition. He learned to slither out of his snakeskin. His new Prince Charming persona made him dangerous. Thousands of hours of Grand Theft Auto, Mafia Mayhem, and Blackwater Battle Zones left him craving for a life of crime. He fantasized about being a badass, gangbanger, tat-covered Crip, Blood, or Latin King. He wanted to rule MS-13, be a crime family don. Crime was his recreational drug of choice. He loved the concept of violence. As a criminal, he could be on Wall Street or in Congress. Crime was exciting, rewarding, and challenging to a man who was otherwise unfulfilled. All he needed was to outsmart the legal system at every level and never be caught. No charges or convictions meant he would have options for his later years. The most successful criminals didn’t do time, until they were nearly dead from old age.

Since his preteen years, Jared has excelled at his master machine wizardry, dabbled in petty hands-on crimes to get a feel for it, and progressed to auto theft and B&E. At age nineteen, he donned a ski mask and committed an armed robbery. Each crime gave him a thrill, but soon he bottomed out. He needed steeper peaks of adrenaline highs to feel powerful, invincible, and alive.

He was into identity theft and surfed the lexical dark net. Jared used his electron magic to steal the fortunes of family and friends. He didn’t need their money. He had all he could spend for multiple lifetimes. Still, he bought multimillion-dollar estates in Las Vegas, and six castles from
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