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​Prolog
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My name is Leslie Anne Brennemann. Every darkness has to take its turn. 
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Chapter 1    ​Prodos
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Shawnin Bahary Gurguri sits in a soft leather chair at his desk. Facing the west, the morning sun comes up behind him. Below, and across the entire view, he can see the valley, scrub brush and hills, filled with goats and sheep. The large window in his office, on the third floor of his home, stands at the edge of a large sprawling compound, built into the side of the mountain.

In his hand he holds a large pistol, and upon his face, he has no expression whatsoever. He just stares at the sheep in the brush, across the valley.

“Put it to your temple.” A voice comes from behind him.

A man stands there, with bright blue rubber gloves on his hands, wiping his sleeve veraciously with a cloth. In the hallway, a young girl lies in the shadows, face down, against the wall. Her dark hair, soaking in an expanding pool of blood. In the foyer of the home, downstairs, a woman lies dead on the couch. Slumped over from a gunshot to the back of her head, she holds a magazine still in her hands.

“Pull the trigger three times.” The man says, tossing the towel on the glass desk.

Shawnin pulls the trigger, the shot ends his life quickly, and the weapon bangs into the glass desk and chips it.

Adjusting his suit jacket, the grey-haired man makes his way back out of the house, the way he came in. The two body guards who were monitoring the compound, lie in pools of blood on the stone path near the front door. He walks around their bodies and gets into a black limousine.

The car eases out of the driveway and onto a single lane street. The path takes him through the west coast of Greece, to the Preveza airport. After that, he disappears from the face of the earth.
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21 Years later
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Calogera Agrigento stares at a slice of grilled bell pepper on a white paper plate. She met a long-lost love and the incident has blown apart all her emotions. In Madrid, when Dory Azod found her daughter, the situation devolved into chaos, and took a hard turn. It left Calogera in a strange and exotic position. She relives the moment again, running up the stairwell in a parking garage, chasing after Dory’s daughter. She could not have been prepared for what happened next.

Dory had taken a good lead on her, and she struggled to catch up, climbing each step in her good boots, dodging a myriad of obstacles rolling down at her. Luggage tossed down clearly from a panic ridden child. She stomped through the door, into the third level of the parking garage, and a split second unfolded like a flower in bloom. Just as her brain seized the images, she recognized the sound. A bullet ripped through the parking structure like a snap of electricity, and then the wet sound of impact with human flesh.

Instinctively she followed the trajectory, spinning around on heel as another flash popped from the window of a brown van. Her heart skipped a beat and it took a moment to ingest, during which the van began to move. Calogera ran towards it, but it moved away too quickly, down the parking garage exit ramp. She spun around and went back into the stairwell.

As fast as possible, she flew down. The sound of tires squealing through the turns, echoed through the cement walls, like fingernails on a chalkboard. She reached the first floor, leapt over the side of a short cement wall, and ran along the edge of the building in the grass to the exit, the only way out. Unarmed and filled with energy she rushed into the street to possibly get a glimpse of the driver. The van pulled around the corner, burst through a ticket arm and started coming straight at her, but she stood her ground. She stepped slightly out of the way when it skidded to a stop right in front of her. She looked into the windshield at a grey bearded man and her heart dropped.

He yelled in Spanish out of the driver's window, “Calo? What are you doing? Get outa the way!”

Calogera filled with rage at the sound of his accent, “Sandy? What the fuck are you doing?” She banged the hood of the van angrily.

The bumper nudged forward as the driver thought about just leaving. “Get in or get outa the way!” He screamed back at her, this time in English.

Instinctively she ran around and climbed inside.

The van took off at speed.

She looked at the man driving, Fernan Sandoval, and it felt as if ten years passed in just a day. “What the hell? Why are you trying to kill Leslie?” She used the same tone of voice she always used when they argued.

“Who?” He cannot look at her just yet, it feels like everyone on the road lost control of their basic motor skills at the same time, and the van swings radically across lanes. 

“The kid?” She barked and braced herself on the dashboard as the car braked.

“What kid?”

She braced herself better, putting her boots on the dashboard, and a hand on the grip over the window, “The kid you just shot.”

“I didn't shoot no kid...” He responded in English to that part, then continued in Italian, “That was Kalisa Corgivna.” Sandy's accent for a Spaniard sounded really bad.

Calogera felt a shockwave filter through her bones. “What? Why'd you shoot her?”

“The money.” Sandy's face never wavered, he looked determined and labored, finally clearing through the traffic of the airport terminal building and moving towards the open road. “She has over a billion dollars of my client's money.” 

Calogera stared. She calculated, organized thoughts and conditions, but she could never remember Kalisa Grigorevna ever having a lot of money, “What money?” The words flowing from his mouth were senseless dribble, but the concept of a billion anything gave her pause. She just glared at him until she could speak again, “What's any of that got to do with Leslie?”

“Who the fuck is Leslie?” He yelled in English giving her that look, that aggravated ‘you speak like a crazy person’ look.

Her voice went up another octave, “Leslie Brennemann?”

His whole body shook, “Who the fuck is Leslie Brennemann?”

Calogera pushed herself back into her seat and buckled her lap belt. In just an instant they returned to the exact way they parted, screaming and cursing like they had been married for thirty years. “Jesus Sandy. The kid you just shot.” She put her feet back on the dashboard and grabbed the handle again.

“I ain't shot no kid!” He whacked the steering wheel. 

She squinted at the highway, then glanced into the back of the van at the gear banging around, “When did you start using a rifle?”

He goes back to speaking Italian, “Since she won't let me get close to her.”

“Damn man. She was a friend of mine.’ She crossed her arms, “I thought you knew her.” 

“Dude, it's not personal.” The car accelerated and reached back to arrange the things in the back.

She scowled at him, “What the fuck is going on?”

He puzzled at her, like she should know already, but in a rare moment, his expression revealed something else. For the first time ever, he asked about her skillset, “How did you get involved?”

She braced herself on his seat as the van ripped through an intersection of screeching cars, “I should be asking you the same fucking thing.” A few days ago, it came to her attention, when she was in the DWO, that the family may be drawn back into a war.

There remained a lot of bad blood hidden just under the surface, and in her line of work, she had never been able to completely ignore it. She had been there when it bled out all over an old abandon building, twenty some years ago. The tensions had eased, the families became cordial as they both transitioned into legitimacy, but something happened recently that had changed everything. She feared that she would become a target. 

He turned his shoulders abruptly towards her and looked right at her for as long as he could, “It's my gig. Why are you here?”

She examined his eyes carefully. “Who else is on your list?”

He promptly turned away, “I'm not gonna tell you.” Her heart sank, but then he continued, “You're too close to him.”

She stared, “Is it my family?”

“No No.” Sandy shook his head tersely, “Family militant maybe.”

“Alex Geitzen?” She guessed.

He reacted trying not to react.

She startled, “You think he’s got a billion fucking dollars?”

“I don't know?” He hunched his shoulders, bracing for a fight.

Her face grew suspicious. She stared.

He could feel it, and reset his shoulders.

She asked disbelieving, “How much are you getting?”

“A percentage.”

She couldn't believe her ears. Nothing has changed. It’s always about the money, and he was always terrible at the money, “What percentage. Goddamnit!”

He changed to Spanish, “Look just don't get in my way, there's a lot at stake here and a lot of people trying to get in on it.”

Calogera spoke in Italian, “What the fuck is going on Sandy?”

“I told you enough.”

“You haven't said shit.”

He stopped talking and the van finally began to accelerate.

“Am I on the list?”

He turned confused, “What? Why?”

“Am I on the list?” The words came out as loud as she could possibly make them.

“I don't know.” He checked the rear-view mirrors. 

She studied him carefully. She could never be sure exactly where he stood, she knew he lied to her, so he remained capable, “Would you fucking shoot me?”

His face did not get all angry. He continued to just look ahead and his voice got quieter, “I'm not after you.”

The air left her chest. Her eyes revealed her feelings. That was not an answer. “Take me to my car.”

“Where's your car?”

“Turn right here...” She pointed and motioned to a street coming up on the right. The van slowed and turned in between walls of fencing and airport parking lots. “Go around the block.” She pointed again. “There.”

Sandy found a fenced off parking area and she got out as soon as the van stopped. He moved into an open space and backed the van into a spot. She watched him get out with just his backpack.

“Take me to a cab.” He walked to the passenger side of her car.

She looked at his gloves. He obviously already cleaned the van. She got in her car and opened the door for him from the inside. Sandy immediately dug out an electric shaver as soon as he shut the door. Without asking he began to cut off his beard.

“What the fuck! Not in my car you idiot.” She turned on the dashboard and waited for everything to come online. 

“Dammit.” He mumbled to himself and stuffed the razor back into his bag, “OK. It can wait.”

Calogera pulled back onto the main street quickly, “Has any of this got to do with my family?” Sandy turned to look at the traffic behind them. A common move to avoid answering the question. He looked for a distraction. She pushed him back in his chair, “Are you coming after me?”

His face curdled, “What? No.”

She stared at him until he looked back at her and she could see his eyes.

He looked more dutifully at her, then responded in Italian, “I would tell you Calo. I'm not going to secretly kill you. That would be a real dick move don't you think?”

One eye suspiciously closed as she studied him, “I don't know anymore.”

“Dude, it's just Alex. That's it.” He turned forward and organized the bag in his lap.

She turned forward too, reverting her attention to the highway. She puzzled at the thought finally taking root, “Why?”

“I don't know why. They're worth a lot of money...” Sandy suddenly turned in his seat to face her. He spoke in Spanish, “You could come with me.”

She stared ahead, tapping the steering wheel nervously.

He cocked his head, “It'd be different this time Calo.”

Unbelieving, she turned abruptly, “What? How?”

“We grew up.” He said kindly.

She climbed onto another highway and offered, “Alex is not in Spain.”

He looked ahead, reset in his chair and sighed, “I know.”

She added, “He's not in Italy.”

“I know.” He nodded gently.

She turned and looked at him and he looked away. Sandy never had a knack for details, something changed, “How? How do you know?” She remembered Alex being at the compound in Italy just days ago, how would he know Alex had left? Sandy wouldn't look at her. He just stared into the parking lots and the rows of empty cars flying by.

Without prompting, in a softer voice, he finally answered, “Nico.”

The pressure in her chest released with a deep sigh, and her emotions turned sorrowful. Her own family had bailed on Alex. That happened pretty quickly. She asked softly, disbelieving, “Nico?”

“I asked. He answered.”

She remembered her father, “Stay in the DWO.” He said. “Stay out of it.” He said. The thought just collapsed all the strength she had in her belly, and she shook her head. “Nico...” She mumbled his name, knowing full well that it could just as well be her, next time.

“Look Calo. Look at me.” He faced her and waited for her to glance at him. “You could come with me this time. There's nothing stopping us.”

She just stared ahead into the road as the car reached speed and traffic thinned out.

“We'll have the money this time... We can make it in Canada. I finish this off and we have millions to start with. We could quit this shit and do whatever we want, wherever we want.”

The thought had crossed her mind. She spoke as if in a trance, “I wanna own a horse. I wanna live on a ranch.”

He smiled. “I do too then. I do too.”

“Really?” She turned to see his eyes.

He glanced at her and then reached out and touched her hand on the console. He squeezed it tight and she glanced down. She let him pull her arm closer to him, her palm tight in his. 

She took a deep cleansing breath, “Tell me what's going on first.”

He reacted unexpectedly. Letting go, he turned away, “It's complicated.”

She retracted her hand and put it on the steering wheel, “Un-complicate it then.”

He crossed his arms, looking away like he fully expected her to just jump in the sack with him. It took a moment before he spoke, “A bank used to have a lot of money, Alex and Kalisa stole it, now the Chinese want them dead...”

Calogera puzzled. It sounded simple. She could hear herself speaking out loud, “No shit?” She glanced at him, “So this has nothing to do with the bonds?” 

He turned back and questioned with his eyes, “What bonds?”

The highway rolled underneath her. The sound muffled to the point it almost disappeared, but she could feel that feeling all over again, like the road would lead nowhere, and it wasn’t worth taking again. He always played stupid and maybe he was, but it infuriated her. She huffed and squeezed the steering wheel with both hands.

“Calo, I'm sorry things turned to shit. I really am.”

She responded immediately, “You didn't hurt me.”

He physically moved his entire body towards the window, his arms tightened across his chest, “You didn't hurt me either.”

Her tone changed completely and she spoke again in Spanish, “We never said we were committed. I never said you couldn't sleep with other women.”

“Wait.” His arms fell to his lap, and his face came around, “Mmm... What other women? I've never slept...”

“Don't lie to me.” She bristled immediately, squeezing the steering wheel enough to squeak in her hands.

“Calo, I promise you. I never...” His thumb dug into his chest.

“Ursula.” She blurted out loudly, like it had been right there on the tip of her tongue, waiting for the perfect moment, “The Russian.” 

He deflated and his palms rolled over. His face went into analyze mode, until he spoke again, “She was Ukrainian.” His head cocked to one side, “And we never did anything...” He looked away.

She had him by his lying gonads and she straightened up in her seat, “She confessed to me.” Calogera showed her teeth under an angry smile.

His face had no color when he spun around, “You didn't.”

She did not respond, she accelerated.

“Calo... We never did anything. She was with that weapons guy. I stayed away from her.”

“Ooo...” She squeezed the steering wheel even harder and the leather crackled in her grasp. She promised to punch him in the head if she ever saw him again. Her knuckles grew white at the thought, “You left with her. You guys were together, I saw you.”

He shook his head in disbelief, squinting as if confused. Judging from the volume, Calo had reached the point where she would punch him in the ear. He knew better than to try and argue, it would prove as useless as the relationship. He spoke in a calm and controlled manner, “No Calo. We never did...” He would not look away from her, “We were never together for long enough to even talk.”

She could feel her face on fire with rage. She lowered her voice, but not by much, “I saw you...” She glanced over, and he had that smug self-serving look of superiority, that makes her stab people, “I was there you fucking pig, I watched her put her lips all over you.”

He reacted with a jolt. “What? No Calo. No.”

She glared at him and he remained very serious. Then a thought crept into her brain, and her hand instinctively released the wheel. She touched her mouth. A realization surfaced. She remembered that blue suit. She remembered seeing that girl kneeling in the back of that club. She clearly could see the suit jacket. She dragged that woman into the bathroom by her fake red hair.

“Please, I'm sorry...” She cried while slumped over, face in the toilet.

Calogera held a gun to the back of her head.

The woman did not actually apologize for anything specific. When Calo came out of the bathroom, blood spatter on her face, she could find no Sandy anywhere in the club, just his suit jacket. She grabbed it and held onto it for years, expecting him to come back for it someday. She would punch him in the side of the head when he did.

“I still have your coat jacket.” She announced the final gotcha that would seal his fate.

Sandy stared at the highway and grew intrigued, “From what? What coat jacket?”

“Your blue suit.”

He turned, “My Rubenacci? Dude. No you don't. I still have that suit. What are you talking about? I just wore it.”

Ice water began cooling her jets. She puckered. Years of planning that single moment just flew out the window. Could she have remembered it wrong? There may have been some alcohol involved...

He spoke at her, “Is that why you avoided me?”

She did not respond. An uneasy feeling began to unfold in her tummy.

“Wow.” He turned away. His head swung back and forth slowly. His voice echoed off the window, “All this time I thought it was the money. I saw you in Lyon. I saw you with that guy with the green beard.”

“Green beard?” She puzzled.

He still spoke into the window, disgusted, “He was very sickly.”

She squinted and turned, “You spied on me?”

His hand came out and he looked angrily at the highway, “Only for the first FIVE YEARS.” He whipped around to her, “And it was clear you were not thinking of me.” An accusatory finger poked at the air, “YOU slept around. I didn't, YOU did. I go into Spain for six months and you turned into this... This... Movie star harlot. That's why you didn't want me anymore. I wasn't rich like that puffy gay man. Well, I am now. I will be.”

She stared at him for as long as she could, before she had to look back at the highway, her features softening. That puffy gay man had a lot of money. He treated her real well until he found someone younger, that sorry two-faced bastard. Suddenly there were waves of emotions curling over the bow of her ship, colored with the different emotions that overwhelmed her, “I can't right now.”

“Can't what?” He said with enough animosity that another color swamped the boat.

“I just can't Sandy. Stop.” Calogera rubbed her hair and her hand lingered. Her eyes began to tear.

“Well let me out.  Just let me out.” He turned to the window.

Calogera pulled off the highway, and waited for a bicycle to go by, before pulling into the parking lot of an apartment complex.

Sandy got out and slammed the door. She watched him cross the street to a bus stop, then she turned around and drove the car north east. She continued until she had to make a decision. Since she could not go to Valencia, she headed towards Zaragoza.

When she hit Zaragoza, she continued on until she had to make another decision. She couldn't go to Girona, so she headed towards Andorra and parked the car. Without really knowing where she stopped, she sat alone and quiet in the dark. The side walk and stone fence along her left were empty, but a small restaurant remained open at the corner of the street.

Now, what’s left of a cheese Panini sandwich sits alone on a white paper plate filled with crumbs. She sips a bottle of fizzy water and looks down the street. It’s getting dark and cold, in the shade of the mountain. Reluctantly, her phone comes out of a pocket and she scans the area for the nearest room. Down the street, across the river, a large hotel that first opened up over two hundred years ago, remained an option, but she doesn’t want to go there. It catered to the wealthy and the influential. She could remember the rooms, and the views from the balconies, but she and Sandy stayed there for a week once.

She chose a smaller hotel right behind her. With no name over the door, and no room service, it felt perfect. Just a hole that she could crawl into and stay until she wanted to come out.
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Kyle Kruger and Gilly Covajori pull the tarp away from a pile of fencing materials sitting on a warped piece of plywood. Three others stand by, gazing at the work that had been done so far, just eighteen poles were in the ground, just about a quarter of the posts. The invasive Knapweed had to be burned, treated and maybe retreated, to ensure it would not spread. Two of the girls walk into the mud where the vegetation had been burned off.

“Don't go inside the area it's supposed to be toxic.” Kyle says.

The girls look around at the little yellow flags in the ground and step out of the circle.

A strange hum grabs everyone's attention, and they turn over their shoulders. A four-wheeler tools across the prairie at a good clip towards them, rocking and kicking up dirt. They bunch together and recognize the driver, moving to greet him.

Carter Elam slides up, and stops abruptly. He cocks his hat back and spreads out in the driver's seat like a model.

Kyle drops the post hole digger and steps forward, “What the hell is that?”

Carter just beams, “This my friend, is the X15 Cheyenne.”

Kyle and the other three hands move closer to admire it. Gilly kicks the muddy front tires. “Damn. It’s pretty.” Something about a slick chassis, white and shiny, unscratched and fresh, feels classy. 

Carter climbs out and looks around at the dead grass. “This will help.”

One of the girl's climbs in the passenger side and bounces in the seat, shaking the cart deliberately. 

Kyle asks, suspicious and jealous, “Where'd you get this?”

“Andy just delivered it. It's a demo unit.” Carter pulls a contraption off the back end and mounts it with some difficulty. He motions to one of the hands, “Hey grab about five of those poles.” He points at the materials stacked on the plywood and adjusts the arm of the robot.

Gilly jumps and two girls go with him to start pulling some poles off the stack.

Kyle is looking under the tiny plastic hood. “What is all this stuff?”

Carter steps around to the front, and glances inside, “Huh. I don't know.”

One of the hands steps up with two poles, “Where to?” She holds them out.

Carter jumps, “Here.”  He folds out the fender and it makes a bed for the poles. She immediately drops them on it with a resounding noise. Gilly drops his on the pile and steps back. Carter grabs the first metal pole and sticks it into the robot arm, into a cap hanging out over the rear of the cart. With a weird noise it secures it automatically.

Carter jumps inside and pulls off the computer mounted to the dashboard. 

“Kyle watch this.” 

He manipulates the screen, and the robot arm drops the pole into position. With a loud buzz, the pole slides into the earth without an effort.

Everyone jumps. 

“What the hell.” Kyle stands stunned.

Gilly's voice changes, “That's witchcraft!”

Carter stands dumbfounded, “Wow. That is pretty loud.”

One of the girls who was standing close to the arm points to the ground, “Did you see that?  It liquefied the ground.” She stomps and it is soft around the pole. Gilly steps up and kicks it, but it feels secure in the soil.

Carter manipulates the screen and the sound returns.  The pole slides right out of the earth.

“Everything is mechanical too. The screen is not required.” He shows it to Kyle, “So you can run over it and the thing still works...” He takes the battery pod out of the screen and lays it on the front seat, then turns to manipulate the arm. The small joystick and buttons all have labels and icons by them, but Carter doesn't even bother to look at that. The robot bangs around a bit, shaking the pole, and he spins around to Kyle, “Yeah, I don't know how to do that...” 

Kyle steps up next to him and looks at the icons and the joystick. Then he looks at everyone else, “We need this.”
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Aunt Dory
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Seven and a half hours ago Leslie Anne Brennemann stepped into a vortex. Reality, shattered by a head injury, fell chopped up and broken into pieces, pooling into a sea of tiny fragments around her feet, like a windshield scattered across the asphalt after a bad accident. Through a thick fog, a mixture of pain and confusion, thoughts and memories begin to click back into place, in one odd sensation after another, a process that has taken hours. 

She sits on the edge of a hospital bed, and only now does she recognize her bare feet. The light of the room makes her ears ring so loudly it hurts, more than the nausea that blankets every other sensation. Like stepping from one dream into another, she can see her toes, but it fades away. The sight sinks into a swirling pool of images, feelings, smells and tastes. The summation of all her days, randomly spent cartridges dropping to the ground, intermixed with the real, her touch, her smell and her hearing, feel just like a time salad.

A white tile, a linoleum square with alternating light blue specs, appears replicated across the floor. Then that image fades away, this time into darkness, like evaporating smoke. 

The noise of all those thoughts and memories, and images and feelings, grows silent as she closes her eyes again. People talk somewhere beyond a blue fabric curtain, she can hear the voices, she recognizes the sounds, but she cannot understand a word they say. Footsteps go by, plastic bags being ripped open, rattling of metal on metal, but none of the noises sound familiar.

It hurts to move, so she doesn't.

The toes, the floor, and now another sensation, pain. Painted across her instep, a scratch comes better into focus on her skin, and it stings. Nothing explains her bare feet and the scratch on her instep. The pain oddly only appeared when she spotted the scratch. The mark looks like she slid her leg across a cheese grater, dots of blood, and chunks of raised skin, all in a detectable pattern, similar to the floor.

Like an old television slowly coming to life, her elbow and shoulder begin to throb and burn with an inexplicable ache also. When she moves her arm to see, she finds a bandage taped to her skin. Her blouse has been shredded, and when she touches it, her whole arm hurts.

The next time around, she notices small dots of blood painting the tear in the fabric, and upon further examination, she notices more dots across the front of her blouse. She finds them on the side of her skirt. She hurts, but none of her injuries could have produced that much blood.

“Momma?” She moans.

She hears a rustling behind her and she lethargically turns to find her Aunt Dory rifling through a suitcase on the other side if the bed. Dory looks up at her like the image on a video running in another room. She can hear it, she can see it, but it feels unreal.

“Where'd you get these?” The muffled sound echoes from a chasm far away. Dory holds out a pair of bright blue dress shoes.

Leslie does not answer. In a broken voice she asks, “Where's momma?”

Dory straightens up and stares back at her, stunned as if the question struck her in the face. Around Dory's eyes, the flesh has darkened and the edges of her eyes are red and puffy. 

Leslie asks “What happened?” Then everything begins to fade away, into darkness again. This time however, some of the details in that last image linger, revealing a suspicion, a feeling inside Leslie's belly. Inexplicably, her Aunt Dory's face confuses her and it drives an emotional fall. The blood, the bare feet, the confusion. Could her mother have been driving? Why does she feel an incredible sense of loss?

The question floats like a pink balloon in her brain, past images of store floors lighting up, beautiful hotel rooms in the sky, and wonderful food displayed like paintings in a magazine. She sees her mother laughing, she sees Mary holding a young Kyle by the arm, his nose bleeding, his face filled with anger. She feels the cold water on her skin, when her hand breaks through the ice and she falls on her face. She sees her mother's lips, so blue after a fall in the yard. All these weird memories suddenly forming, single and separate moments, shards glistening at her feet.

Then, looking past her toes, she sees the white tile and the process begins again.

She calls for her mother, “Momma?” Her voice louder this time.

She finds her Aunt Dory sitting in a chair nearby with a pair of fancy shoes in her lap. She looks lost and forlorn. A fear begins to sink in, “Where's momma?” She asks again

Dory's face looks broken, and the shoes drop to her side.

Leslie feels cold, “What happened?”

Dory answers with a crack in her voice, “You hit your head.”

Leslie reaches for her arm but her hand never makes it that far, “My arm hurts.” Then everything changes color. 

She sees a city by the water, a small airplane and then she sees her mother fall. Leslie opens her eyes, “Momma?” 

A blue fabric curtain hangs just beyond her feet. Her Aunt Dory stands behind her, pulling a computer from the side pocket of a suitcase. She touches the screen and the image of a comic book character appears. 

“Where's momma?” Leslie asks.

Dory turns and appears to be crying. The sight makes her heart sink into her chest and a great sadness follows, “What happened?” Her voice cracks. The fear becomes rancid and turns into horror.

“You fell.” Dory points the computer screen at her, “Did you steal this?”

Then she disappears again, sinking into the fabric of time and space, like a lost sock in a dryer. A panic takes root, a single fiber in her soul. An empty space that once held her mother's presence suddenly feels empty. She comes back, “Momma?”

The balloon goes by again, she looks at Dory, “Where's momma?”

Dory responds, her frustrations getting the best of her, “Leslie shut up.”

Leslie just stares at her toes. Someone painted them.

Dory plops down in a chair against the wall, angry and frustrated. She may have saved Leslie's life from a sniper, but Leslie's concussion brings out the dark and painful part of their relationship. The part that Dory hates the most, the part she created by revealing herself. For years Leslie knew her as Aunt Dory. She didn't cling to her leg as a baby and call her momma, or mommy, in fact Dory doesn't even remember being around for the first five years, because she wasn't. Now, only now does she feel the pain of being a mother to a child that doesn't know her.

Branford asked a question hours ago, by text, but she doesn’t want to answer him. Explaining the situation to him, her former partner, would be a can of worms that should not be opened. So many of her actions required an explanation, and each one of them would spark another set of explanations, and it felt way too overwhelming to even begin. How did Leslie get to Spain? Why did Kalisa kidnap her? How did Dory know the location of Leslie in the first place...?

If only she could freeze time. Just a few days ago things were absolutely fine. She can feel her brain going into OCD mode, just running like an out-of-control freight train, plowing through snow, barreling down the tracks at maximum speed. She was prescribed medication, but she can't take it. Dory has an addiction. An addiction to anything that can alter her brain patterns, and the triggers that start a downhill slide, are snapping and flashing all around her, pulling, dragging and clawing at her flesh.

These are the times when she needs someone to reach out to, someone to grab her by the neck and squeeze her until her brain changes gears. She has tons of relationships with people standing by to help, but the addiction part, the OCD part refuses to reach out to any of them. So, she just sits in the hospital in Madrid Spain, festering. Her brain on fire with details, watching her daughter stuck in a loop, completely oblivious to her true identity.

Finally, after hours since she received the message from Branford, she gets the courage to answer him. Frustrated and angry, she skips the details, “She's still out of it.” She types.

Tears fill her eyes, and she sighs deeply. Leslie can't even see her. Dory can feel something breaking, something deep inside. Leslie wants her mother, she keeps asking for Loretta Lynn Brennemann and every time she says the word Momma, it jabs a blade into the soft fleshy part of Dory's heart. She feels like she can't cry anymore, but she does. She feels like an outsider all over again, reliving the stupid selfish decisions that went wrong, the acts of utter compulsion that ruined all her relationships, especially the one with her only child. 

A lady sits on the edge of the hospital bed before her. An image of everything Dory could not do for her. Wearing very expensive looking clothes, her hair for once appears to have been done right. She looks beautiful, but unrecognizable, and the feeling of not knowing her own flesh and bone, tears something inside her soul, something that had just begun to heal over. A level three concussion sent Leslie back ten years, back to a moment in time when Dory Azod represented nothing more than a drunken fool, and everything else wrong with the world. 

The hospital would be bringing in doctors, and specialists whom they have yet to see, but so far, the brain scans showed no permanent damage or skull fractures. Because Leslie remained unconscious for so long, they would not release her, and now they had to wait for a room to open up.

Dory's focus on her phone gets interrupted. She peeks around the curtains to see a gurney roll in, surrounded by medical staff, and a great commotion ensues. It’s impossible to make out what’s happening, but in that brief glance, she saw all the blood and hands moving around frantically. She stands up and sits on the edge of the bed next to Leslie.

She types, wiping the tears from her face, “They're holding Leslie here for two days for observation. Can you call Mary for me?”

A sniffle draws her attention, and she turns to find tears welling in Leslie's eyes. 

“Momma?” Leslie jumps awake again just to cut Dory's heart out.

She reaches out and her daughter falls into her bosom, her hair, trimmed perfectly. Gently her fingers caress the grey curls, “Who did your hair?”

“Where's momma?”

“It looks nice.” Maybe as a mother she should have mentioned that sooner. She combs her daughter's hair gently with her fingers. It is much softer than usual, until she touches something on the back of her head. She bends her down, to get a better view, and feels a crispy spot, a somewhat odd texture. What looked like part of Leslie's hairstyle, turns into something completely different, upon closer examination. 

Dory stares wide eyed at a small one-inch line slashing across the back of Leslie's head, where something cut her hair and scratched her scalp. It feels sharp as a razor to Dory's hand and she pulls away with a gasp. The absolute miracle of the moment, burns in her chest like an incendiary grenade burning through metal. She covers it with her hand, and squeezes Leslie into her bosom, feeling her motherly instinct turn on. She begins to weep.

“Momma?”

Leslie straightens up. She looks into Dory's eyes, “Where's momma?”

She can see the fear filling Leslie's features. She looks horrified. The realization pours in, that she will have to relive Loretta Lynn’s death all over again.

“What happened?” Leslie asks.

Dory turns away and puts her fingers deep into her eyes, “You fell. Leslie, you fell.”

She pulls her arms back across her chest, and holds herself, as Leslie sits up straight. She examines her feet again.
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Grant's funeral
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The round ice cream scoop digs into the green gelatin mixture, curling fruit and whipped cream into a ball, and Carter Elam gently releases it onto his plate. Placed strategically next to the mashed potatoes, he remains careful to not slide the green bean juices into it. Meatloaf, green beans and mashed potatoes look like manna from heaven. He looks up from the small kitchen table, to the old ladies crammed into the little kitchen of Lenore's house.

Lenore Thurston, Grant’s widow, her sisters Reesa, and Alba, continue to remain busy, cleaning and putting away. Natalie and Mary, the other rings of the Brennemann family, appear to be making more mashed potatoes and gravy, still dressed in their Sunday clothes. He turns around and finds the house filled with old people, strangers from town that he had never known.

Mary interrupts his thoughts, “Carter...”

He turns to see her nod towards the other people in line, when he realizes they wait patiently for him to get out of the way, “Oh. Yeah.” He casually takes his plate and soda into the living room, but all the seats are taken. All the old faces turn to look at him. He takes a breath and holds it, then rushes for the front door. 

Standing on the porch he can feel the stare of old people and he turns with a start. Resting in the porch swing, Chief and Earl stare at him. Everyone stares at him, quiet and solemn, and Carter swallows visibly.

The chief looks up at him, “'Snot gone take!” Then he spits.

Carter's eyes swell at the sight. The Chief has grown creepier and creepier, his eyes like slits in a dried apple, and his incoherent ramblings at people, feels like being barked at by an old mangy dog from under a porch. This time Carter looked right at him, and broke the rule, never look into his eyes. Something about old people, something about how their skin fits, or the way that they touch things, makes his hair stand on end, not to mention the way they smell.

He stumbles down the steps and around the house towards the backyard in a frightened rush.

The old chief turns to Earl, “Stupid kids.” 

Earl squints at the spot Carter disappeared into, but continues rocking gently. He scratches his neck, “Like they don't care.”

Carter walks up the driveway of the Thurston house and finds all the younger people gathered together to tell stories about the old people. All the hands seem to be laughing, sitting on the back of the truck, eating off their plates balanced on something as he walks up. They pause and glance at him.

Carter mumbles, “He's doing it again.”

Kyle thinks for a moment, until he realizes what he's talking about. Chief has been yelling into the wind for the last few days, and everyone has ignored him. Primarily because no one knows what that means, 'Snot gone take.' The acknowledgement spreads along all the young faces around the truck. They have all heard it, and they fear it may be age madness, presumably, a disease old people get.

Carter looks for a spot to settle into, finding his wife Becky and her friends eating off the roof of the cab, Kyle and the other hands sit on the sides, their butts taking up every inch of space. He steps to the back of the truck and finds a place on the bumper to put his soft drink, then he moves back and starts to eat, balancing his plate in his hand.

Cynthia continues her story, as it relates to Grant Thurston, Leslie Brennemann’s great Uncle, who looked like he made it to 200 years old. She grew up with Loretta Lynn, Leslie’s mom. When they were little, learning to play baseball in the field just across from the chicken pen, back when this was an active ranch, Grant showed Cynthia how to throw a baseball. He put a big bullseye on the side of the barn for her to throw at, made from the seat cushion out of the old green tractor that fell apart in the field, and stayed there. 

She would practice all the time, especially after a hole developed in the seat. She focused on hitting that exact same spot until all the balls got trapped inside. Her parents never played baseball or sports so they didn't know how to teach her. There remained a certain amount of disappointment in their faces in the first place, so learning from Uncle Grant held a special place in her heart. He didn’t care about teaching a girl, even though her mom cussed him. “They didn't want me doing boy things...” She mumbles into the bed of the truck.

Quickly she changes the subject, she started noticing that the chickens had this big black nasty looking disease on their backs. One day Grant, explaining how a 'two seamer' worked, spit into the dirt his brown nasty tobacco. She realized right then that the chickens didn't have a disease, it came from Grant spitting on them. He said “They were really hard to hit.”

Everyone roils in disgust and makes noises.

“That's so gross!”

Cynthia continues the baseball story, how she would line up, even with the chicken coop, and a bucket of baseballs at her feet. She would throw heaters and curveballs for thirty minutes straight. Then when they played a game, no one could catch the balls she threw except Mary and Mary wanted to play shortstop. 

“So, when I threw a heater, whoever was catching would just move out of the way. Grant was so pissed. It was such a waste he said.” Cynthia gets quiet and everyone grows solemn.

Carter turns around and tries to imagine the baseball diamond. The chicken coop, long gone, should have been around first base, probably over there by that big dead spot. Or maybe that was home... He tries to imagine what the yard looked like forty years ago. The barn has since collapsed into a pile of rubble, and Kyle suggests that they get the front loader and take all the wood to the burn pile.

Cynthia says that Grant would let them steal his truck when they snuck off to the billboard on Friday nights. “He was a very wise old man.”

Carter remembered how Grant always had a solution to every problem that befell the community. He knew who had equipment or trucks or machines, who to call, and where to find them when you went looking for them. “He always somehow knew where all the equipment was.”

Cynthia smiles, “He would look at the sky, and smell the air, and tell me, 'Take the big squeeze chute, all the way along the Yorge's fence line to Sunflower Lake. Follow the Krumpf trail past a bunch of tree stumps, and look off into the grass to the east. He's out there brandin' cows...' I'd get in the truck and drive over there, and I'll be goddamned if I didn't hit those tree stumps look over and find Mr. Woods, and his sons out there in the middle of nowhere.”

Everyone chuckles.

Cynthia adds, “Neither one of them had a phone. How the hell did he know where they were?”

Kyle offers his story, “He always said, 'When your knees get bigger so does your stuff.'“

Everyone gets quiet, and turns to watch Kyle eat. There remains something in that sentence, a pearl of wisdom somewhere, wrapped in leaves and buried in a haystack, and written upon everyone's faces grows the look, the realization that they can't find it.

Carter stares in disbelief. “What?”

“When your knees get...”

Carter interrupts, “Is that what you got out of it?”

Kyle looks down at him, “What?”

“When your life grows so do your needs. Needs!” Carter laughs and grabs his drink, “Hey Gomer. Gomer Kyle, he said that because we got more property.” Everyone laughs. 

“Huh.” He looks blankly at the ground, “I thought it was 'cause he had trouble squattin' down.”

Everyone laughs.

“Makes more sense your way.” Kyle chuckles, shrugs, and goes back to eating again.

Carter shakes his head in disbelief. Everyone else laughs and enjoys the moment. 

A white state truck pulling into the driveway drags everyone's attention away and they pause to watch, possibly some more townsfolk coming to pay respects. They recognize the Park Ranger logo on the side of the door, and as the window comes down, they can finally make out the driver. Dale pulls to a silent stop squinting at the crowd, studying their clothes, unaware of Grant's funeral. He spies Carter and Kyle and they spot him.

Kyle sets his plate in the bed of the truck and climbs down, Carter steps forward eating the green gelatin salad.

Dale leans out the window, “We need to re-apply that tricloo. It's not gonna take.”

Kyle leans his arm on the truck, “Cause of the storm?”

“Exactly.”

He turns to Carter, “Hey Crater. Ya hear that? You dumbass.”

Carter looks like he has a canary in his mouth.

Everyone behind him laughs, and through it all, he can hear Becky's voice imitate Kyle, “Crater...” She's gonna use that again. 

Carter deflates.

Suddenly everyone remembers the old man sitting in the rain behind the chuck wagon, the tarp snapping in the wind, yelling at no one, “Snot gone take!”

Everyone begins to chime in, louder and louder, until it becomes a chant, “SNOT GONE TAKE!”
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Chapter 2    The Call
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“Hello.” Eight-year-old Melissa Evan Kruger stands in front of the big screen in the living room of the Brennemann home, or the ranch house as they call it. She waves her hand and the small box with the image of Branford Malone sweeps away and he appears live, staring into the screen.

“Hello Melissa, is Mary or your mother there?”

“I can get them...”

Branford lunges for the volume button but does not react in time.

“MOM!” Melissa yells as loud as possible, turning only enough to face the kitchen, “MARY!” Her voice so loud the speaker rattles on his computer.

Natalie walks into the living room with long rubber gloves on, struggling to get them off, “Go get your mother.”

Melissa takes off in a run.

Branford turns the volume back up, “Hey. It's me.”

“What's up?” She asks suspiciously. They have been waiting for news about Leslie, and getting a call from Branford out of the blue, raises her trepidation and the fear paints her features. 

“We found Leslie...” He does not expand on that short sentence, but she can see in his expression, he wants to.

Natalie swallows. The rubber gloves go into her chest and she leans forward, “And...” 

“You better get everyone together for this.”

Natalie rarely gets angry or shows the disposition for violence, but her voice changes and she growls like she has never growled before, “Branford! What is it? Is she OK?”

“Yes. Yes, she's alive.”

“Oh, thank God.” They gloves slap her thigh as they drop.

Celeste and Mary can be heard banging into the door and rushing into the kitchen. Cynthia and Kyle follow them, along with Dillon, Milo and Melissa. The call caught everyone just arriving to start the day, gathering outside and preparing to go to work. They rush into the living room and huddle together, horror mashed into their faces.

Natalie assures them, “She's OK. Leslie's alive.”

Branford waits until everyone settles, no one speaks and they eagerly await his every word. Behind them in the kitchen the sounds of people shuffling through the door continue. The longer it takes for him to speak, the more their faces fill with fear and dread. Soon, the only sound emanating from the entire room comes from the plastic gloves squeaking in Natalie's hand.

“Leslie's in Madrid, Spain.” 

The muffled question, “Spain?” filters through the crowd.

Branford visibly struggles to speak, “She's not exactly OK.”

“What happened?” Mary's voice rings with anger, and her arms cross her chest.

“OK. It's a long story and I don't know all the details yet, but there was a sniper... They missed Leslie, but a bullet grazed her head. She's in the Hospital with a concussion. She was with her kidnapper, a woman by the name Kalisa Grigorevna... Kalisa was killed.”

Gasps and a soft hush of conversations begin behind Natalie, but she stays in front and tied to those words, like a whirlpool draws her in. Her voice softens, “The police catch them?” 

After a moment he continues, “No...” He shakes his head, “They were running from someone, when they were ambushed. Dory was there and she managed to save Leslie, but the shooter hit Kalisa.” Branford looks away.

Natalie whispers amongst the gasps, “NO...”

Branford watches everyone cover their mouths at the same time. It makes him rub his face too.

“OK I don't know all the details yet. The N.I.C. has Leslie in protective custody...”

Mary asks, “What's the N.I.C.?”

“The FBI in Spain, the Spanish version of the FBI. Uh... The National Intelligence.”

Celeste interrupts, “So Dory found them, right? She left with that woman... They did find her...”

Branford bristles, “Wait. What woman are you talking about?”

Celeste looks around, “What was her name?” Everyone shrugs, “Lisa...? I think she said her name was Lisa.”

Gilly, the new guy in the back agrees, “It was Lisa.”

Natalie turns around and pretty much all the hands have gathered behind them, the kitchen remains packed with people. One of the young men nods and then several of them start agreeing.

The name Lisa strikes like a bell in Branford's brain. He first heard the name when he found Leslie holding Dory, on the floor of a bar, her hands and arms covered in blood. He thought at that very moment, Dory had been shot and killed. “Who's Lisa?” Branford's posture changes.  He sits up straight. They can't be the same person.

Celeste shrugs, “Some chick that showed up on Tuesday. They left together to go get Leslie, she said she knew where she could find her.”

Branford visibly bristles, “You sure her name was Lisa?”

Celeste nods and checks with the back. Everyone begins to nod.

“Was Dory in distress?”

The faces in the room dissolve into puzzlement. Mary looks at Natalie, “What's that?”

“Did she look normal? Did she act like she was being forced into a car? What did she say? Did you talk to her?” Branford chisels out questions in his panic voice, getting closer to the screen. His demeanor changes so rapidly everyone takes a step backwards.  

“Celeste did.” Everyone points.

Celeste steps forward, “She asked about the curse.”

“What curse?” Branford slides back from the screen his face morphing with frustration, “Oh, my God... You guys are killing me.”

Natalie interrupts, “Loretta Lynn told us not to use the bonds. We used the bonds. They were cursed.”

Branford roils with aggravation, “Damnit! What the hell does that have to do with anything? Was Dory forced into a car or not? Did she go willingly? When did they leave? They left together?”

Celeste stares at him like she sees a cat flapping on the ground with its tail caught in a mouse trap, “Yes she left willingly. The last things she asked about was if we thought the bonds were cursed and that girl asked me if Loretta Lynn knew how many people died.”

Natalie and Mary turn to her, “What?” Gasps can be heard behind them.

“Goddamnit.” Branford rubs his face, does not look back at them and disconnects. 

Natalie puts a fist to her lips and pushes. Everyone just stares at the blank screen. It takes a few moments before people start moving around. The room empties quietly, leaving Kyle standing by the stairs, his thumbnail between his teeth.
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Video Conference

[image: ]


Agent Jocylen Bovet sits in the parking lot of her office, at the Treasury in Little Rock Arkansas, looking at the construction zone across the street. She appears lost in thought while on her dashboard, the images of Branford Malone and Scott Broaux float before her. Branford explains to Scott how Dory went to get Leslie with the girl that tried to kill her, someone named Lisa. Leslie and Dory are in the hospital in Madrid Spain, and will be there for two days. They need a team to go get her.

Bovet however, stares through the windshield as if in a trance. The government supposedly will build a new covered multilevel parking garage for all the agents, but it has taken them six years to tear down a building across the street from her office, and make the necessary room for it. She doubts she will ever see the building complete, and her feelings appear to be confirmed, when she spots a group of construction workers just standing around bullshitting. Her dark blue car remains silent, the AC purring, while she listens to Branford drone on.

Scott Broaux leans back in his chair and studies her on his desk monitor, “Agent Bovet?” 

Branford stops talking.

Her hair flows down her head in an array of curls and swirls, that looks like she just escaped a wind storm. As she moves, the screen reveals elvish writing all the way around the rear window behind her, clearly visible. She perks up, “Yeah, I'm here.”

“You look distracted.” Scott says squinting into the screen to read.

“I am.” She admits and adjusts in her seat. Her features grow annoyed, “They've been working on our parking garage for six years at least, and right now, as I watch, the men are just standing around staring at each other.” She bangs the back of her hand on the steering wheel. Finally, she looks down at the screens, “The third floor in our building has no bathrooms. The plumbing has been screwed up for two solid weeks. By the time they finish the parking garage, the building's gonna collapse.”

“Sooo....” Branford puzzles.

“OK yeah... Yeah, I'll be there, but damnit Jesus Marimba! This is ridiculous.” She points with both hands.

She looks down at the screen and realizes she went off the deep end. Adjusting herself in her seat she acknowledges the conversation, “I'll come with you to get Leslie and her mother... I haven't finished working on this so bear with me...” 

She pulls up her computer, “The bonds came through a defunct Chinese bank called Prodos... They were financed through the Agrigento crime family. Vittoria Spatola, a family matriarch for the Agrigento family, ended up dead and her phone was recovered, which lead to three persons of interest according to Interpol. Calogera Agrigento from Italy... That may be Lisa, but I hope not, Lucio Salazar and Ettore Binetti both from Spain I believe... I hope Calogera’s not with Dory.”

Branford cocks his head, “Why's that?”

She shrugs, “She's a cold-blooded killer.”

She flips through a few images and continues, “Yevgeny Kooshb... Khasbulatov, may have had a direct hand in the downing of the Elissa. He was charged, and spent twenty years in a Russian Federal prison... He just got out about a year ago and was found floating in the Syzranka river outside of Syzran... Russia. Here's what's interesting about that... Khasbulatov admitted to receiving payments from a bank called Prodos. He's tied directly to Kalisa Grigorevna and an American woman by the name of Marion Hannah.”

“OK...” Branford follows with a confused look on his face. He puts a hand on his cheek.

Bovet pages through some more irrelevant data, then adds, “Also Fernan Sandoval. He came up on the Interpol radar because... Wait for it... They think he's in the DWO too.”

Scott interrupts, “How does he tie in?”

She nods, “Sandoval is tied to Calogera Agrigento.”

“Wow. This is getting crazy... So what? He’s a hit man too?” Branford rubs his beard. 

Scott's voice rattles with awe, “Damn. You're writing all this down... Right?”

She glances up at the camera on her dashboard, “Uh, yeah, right? Yes. He’s a unique character, because facial recognition software doesn’t work on him.”

“So, they got Kalisa...” Branford grows solemn. “Alex's girlfriend.”

Bovet puzzles, “Girlfriend...”

Scott's lower lip swells up and he takes a deep breath, “Alex got her out of a Russian jail to save Dory Azod's life.”

“He did?” Bovet makes a note, typing diligently on her computer for a moment as everyone waits patiently. She continues, “Kalisa started a Russian cyber gang... Back in the day, right after the Elissa.” She flips an image up on the screen for everyone to see, “She actually had black hair back then.”

“They went to school together,” Scott adds.

Bovet looks at their images, the conversation turned reserved and quiet, “Huh.”

Scott leans back in his chair, “I remember that.”

“She worked in the basement of that rich old Oligarch dude.” Branford recalls.

Scott nods, “Yeah, she had some seriously expensive equipment.”

The sound of typing seeps in across their speakers as Bovet takes notes.

Branford perks up, “You went there, right? You and Brigart?”

“Yeah. With Alex. She was under surveillance twenty-four seven, and yet she disappeared the day the old man had a stroke.”

“So, you went to Russia?” Bovet asks Scott.

“Yeah, we went there to get Kalisa, but they wouldn't let her go. They were using her to catch a bunch of people on their list.”

“What was Kalisa doing?” Bovet questions, distracted while documenting what they say.

Scott turns away to remember clearly, “Actually I don't remember.”

“I don't think we found out.” Branford puzzles, “Alex said she was working for the old man... We found out she also worked for that Yevgeny dude too. It was hard to say who betrayed who, but we did know that Kalisa was working both sides against the middle...”

“They were doing corporate espionage and sabotage.” Scott suddenly remembers, “That's why the Russians wanted everyone. The only way to get her to turn, was Alex. And she did. She turned on everyone.”

“I remember thinking we have Alex over here, he did the same thing, and now she's over there... If they ever get together...” Branford remembers the feeling, “It's just a matter of time before we are all screwed.”

Scott makes a face, “Yeah I think you mentioned that a time or two.”

“Was I wrong?” Branford still waits for someone to acknowledge his greatness.

“No but...”

Branford interrupts, “Burns let Alex go way too far. He had his fingers in everything.”

Scott pouts. He can't argue with that.

Branford continues, “He had all our shit encrypted and compromised...” He shakes his head, “We had some good people, but man that was scary.”

“How come we never caught him?” Bovet asks.

Branford shrugs, “He left the country.”

“How?” She asks again.

“He's not very social...” Scott concludes.

Branford nods, “He could stay alone in a room for years. Nobody would know he was there...”

“But how did he just up and leave the country?”

They sit quietly in thought, until Branford takes it personally, “Well if we knew that shit, we woulda caught him.”

Bovet tilts her head, “Fair enough.”
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