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A dark reflective visor fixed to the pitch-black motorcycle helmet concealed piercing blue eyes.  They stalked their target into a park about ten minutes away from the Colosseum in Rome.  Valeria Tutov’s bike engine idled while she watched the older man in an expensive tan suit labor until he found a bench to sit down.  He then removed a cream-colored handkerchief from his pocket and wiped a sweaty brow.  Temperatures inside the ancient city had reached a hundred degrees for the second straight day.  

The dark brown leather satchel that the man had carried rested tightly next to him.  She anticipated some sort of an exchange would eventually take place.  A few minutes passed on her timer and a younger male in his thirties dressed in Bermuda shorts with a white tee shirt emerged from a group of trees.  He stood in front of the bench where the two men spoke under a sweltering mid-afternoon sun.

Valeria’s grip on the silenced pistol tightened when her bike stopped directly in front of them.  She squeezed off two shots that spit through the suppressor in rapid succession.  Neither men had time to react.  Both rounds tore through flesh instantly.  A couple more were surgically placed for lethal insurance.  Blood ran freely from their wounds.  Her work was finished in under a minute.  Then the Maiden of Death vanished from another chaotic scene of sirens and screams like so many times before.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ONE

[image: ]


The walkways that stretched through Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park were inundated with visitors.  Hannah and June Darby had stopped at a peculiar exhibit displayed in the midst of some tall grass.  They each stared for a moment.

“Those are interesting.”  said June.

Willow Darby joined her mother after walking over from another exhibit.  “Imagine finding them raiding your vegetable garden.”  added Willow.

Hannah snapped a quick pic with her cellphone.  “It’s called ‘The Hollow’ you guys.”  

The trio stood there together in front of the sculptures that looked half human and half jackrabbit.  Lengthy straw like green grass grew all around them adding to an already bizarre display.

“I think Mr. McGregor would get his ass kicked.” quipped June.

Willow chuckled.  “He’d have his hands full for sure.  They’re not out of any childhood story I’ve ever read.”

“I think they’re kind of cool.” said Hannah.

“Alright, would you rather spend the night in a cemetery or out here snuggled up next to one of those things?” asked June.

Willow turned to her daughter after a few seconds.  “Well?”

“Yeah, now that you put it like that, I’m gonna go with neither.” replied Hannah.

June took a few steps.  “Let’s move on to something else.  Who has the map?  If I have to keep looking at those creepy things any longer, I’m going to have trouble sleeping.”

Willow reached into her purse and retrieved the map.  “Let’s go over to the ‘Japanese Gardens’ those are supposed to be absolutely beautiful.”

June and Willow walked away from the exhibit.  A minute later June’s cellphone chimed from an alert.  She looked at her screen.  It was a text message from Hannah.  An up-close enlarged image of a humanlike jackrabbit appeared.  “Not funny, granddaughter.  You little shit.”

Hannah could be heard behind them laughing.  June turned to Willow.  “She gets that from you.”

Willow responded with mocked surprise.  The pupils of her emerald green eyes widened.  “Me?”

“I remember those teenage years of yours quite well young lady.” said June.

“I wasn’t that bad, was I?” asked Willow.

June pointed to her own hair.  “The grey speaks volumes, my dear.  But not to worry.  It’s your turn now.”

They walked together on the sidewalk and moved over to let a golf cart pass by with a staff member at the wheel.  Willow digested June’s comments.  Hannah was an almost exact replica with the same emerald green eye color.  Her reddish-brown locks were an even match although each preferred their own hairstyles.  But it was several personality traits that they shared, and Willow often thought about her own difficult adolescent years.  She looked over at Hannah who was grinning and busy texting on her phone.
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The United States Ambassador to Tanzania sat down momentarily before a light knock against the frame his office entrance interrupted a text message he was about to send.  Douglas Jeffries greeted his assistant in near perfect Swahili after she entered.  “Hujambo.”

“Sijambo.” replied Lindsey Duncan.

Jeffries continued further.  “Habari?”

A brief hesitation followed then a reply.  “Nzuri.” she said.

“That’s good to hear.  You’re Swahili is getting better.  I hope you were also referring to the other matter.”

“No, nothing further on the port deal.  It’s quiet on all fronts.” said Lindsey.

“It’s early yet.  The Chinese always make a great sales pitch full of promises.  But they only deliver on what benefits them.”

Douglas Jeffries had been appointed to Tanzania two years prior.  He had plenty of experience on the continent and had served in the Peace Corps decades ago after attending law school at Syracuse.  The Congo’s landscape had certainly changed since then.  Cobalt was in high demand and the Chinese were looking for a way to ferry it out of the continent.  They had used strategic diplomacy to construct rail systems from the mines all the way to Dar es Salaam.  What they didn’t have, was a tax-free port under their control to ship it back to their manufacturing facilities 

The Congolese were upset that their country’s most valuable export was being pilfered in front their eyes.  They blamed the government for selling out to the Chinese for a simple exchange of cheap manufactured goods.  Almost no taxes were paid by the mining companies because bribes were back channeled to the proper network of authorities.

Tanzania’s relationship with the United States was one of mutual respect, similar values and more importantly an ally to thwart the spread of communism.  Douglas Jeffries relationship with the newly elected Tanzanian president Andwele Hamisi was thought to be a huge roadblock to the Chinese government’s regional ambitions.

“Did you need anything else?” asked Lindsey.

Douglas Jeffries had a perfect smile.  “Only for you to repeat that back to me in Swahili.” 

“I’ll get there eventually.”

“Kidding, just giving you a hard time.  Thanks for the update Lindsey.”

Jeffries watched the door close before he took out his cellphone.  The time difference of eight plus hours was often a challenge to communicate with family back home for some inside the embassy.
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Monday morning in the Darby kitchen was a flurry of activity.  Hannah had finished a quick breakfast that June had whipped up from scratch.

“Did you get enough to eat?” asked June.

“Too much.” said Hannah.

“How’d you like the eggs?”

“Different, but good.”  replied Hannah.

“It’s a new basting technique that I’ve worked on.  There are only so many ways that you can prepare an egg.  How about those biscuits?” 

“Sinful.  I’m going to run extra in gym class.” said Hannah.

“Did you put gas in my car?” asked June.

“I went with mom the other day, remember?”

“That’s right, I forgot.” replied June.

Hannah had been up early to feed Jax, their male tabby with blue eyes.  He would typically saunter off to the living room after and nap most of the day when she was away at school.  “Did mom leave already?”

“She mentioned something last night about having to testify in court.  Probably left before any of us were awake in order to prepare.”

“I liked our trip.” said Hannah.

“School will be out soon.  We’ll have all summer to do those kinds of things.  You don’t mind hanging out with the fam, do you?” asked June.

“Nana Bug, you’re too funny.  You don’t have to try to be cool.  I like going places with you and mom.”

June held out her hand with a set of keys.  “Are you sure you’re not saying that because I’m letting you take my car today?”

Hannah took the keys and kissed June on her cheek.  “Not at all, but if I don’t leave now, I’ll be late for first hour.” 

June took a sip of coffee then put her mug down.  “Make sure you beat your mom home.  If she ever found out that...”

“I know, driving alone before I have my license.  The road test is next week.”

“You’ll do fine.  I’m not worried about it.”

“See you later Nana Bug.”

“Have a great day.” replied June.

A couple of minutes passed, and June’s new Buick Enclave slowly backed out of the driveway.  She listened for a second before Hannah drove off down Cedar street. 
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The cellphone vibrated in the middle console.  It was a text from her best friend Lori Tolliver.  “Are you almost here?”  

Hannah didn’t pick up the device until she put the Buick in park.  She was next to the curb a few doors down from Lori’s house and hit the horn once.  Hannah replied “Waiting.”

Lori opened the gate next to her family’s garage and then closed it behind her.  Hannah hit the power locks before she reached the door handle.  “So, you know, Deke is going with us, but Brodie backed out at the last second.  If he gets caught skipping one more time he’s done.”

“I thought he didn’t care?” asked Hannah.

“His mom and dad are all over his ass about it.  The weed they found was kind of the last straw for them.” said Lori.

Hannah giggled.  “His medical marijuana card looked real, didn’t it?” 

Lori put her things in the backseat.  “I bet he can forge a passport or even a driver’s license.”

“Only if it’s over twenty-one and gets us alcohol.” replied Hannah.

Lori Tolliver had a mischievous smile on her face.  “Right.”

Hannah’s cellphone went off with another notification.  She picked it up.  “Deke’s walking toward school.”

“Did he bail on us too?” asked Lori.

Hannah put the device back in the console.  “No, he left at his usual time so no one would suspect anything.” 

Lori sounded hopeful.  “Weather’s good.  We going to the beach?”

“Of course, we just need to get back here at our normal times.  Oh, and pick up something to keep the sand out of my grandmother’s car.”

“No evidence, you can tell your mom’s a cop.” said Lori.

Hannah corrected her.  “Detective.”

“That’s what I meant.”

They drove for a few minutes before Deke Anderson was spotted.  He looked over at the shiny Buick that had slowed down beside him.  Hannah powered down the windows.  “Need a lift?”

Deke adjusted his backpack.  “Changed my mind.  I don’t want to get in trouble.” 

Hannah glanced over to Lori who shrugged her shoulders.  She stopped the Buick in the middle of the street.  “Get your ass in the car.”

“Go on without me.” he said.

Hannah pressed him.  “Why, because Brodie’s not?”

Deke shook his head and started walking again.  “No, that’s not it.”

Lori Tolliver stuck her head out the passenger window.  “Then what’s the problem?” 

He stopped and smiled.  “You guys took too long.  I’m damn near half-way to school already.”

“Well, you better hurry your ass over here before we decide to leave you.” said Hannah.

Deke Anderson jogged over and got in behind Hannah.  “We still on for the beach?”

“Hell yes, we’re not going to waste a day like this for nothing.” said Lori.

“Cool, I know a perfect spot.  It’s like a cove with a private beach, sort of.  No one hardly knows about it.  I got the directions from someone I know who lives up near there.”

“How far away?” asked Hannah.

“About an hour and fifteen minutes.” replied Deke.

Hannah drove to the end of the next block and stopped.  She calculated the trip in her mind.  “Okay.”

Lori pushed a power button on the console.  “Let’s get some tunes for this adventure.”

“Raised on Radio” by the 80’s band Journey came through the speakers.

Hannah turned down the volume.  “Nana Bug’s playlist.”

“I’ve listened to that with my parents in their car.” said Deke.

Hannah and Lori looked between the seats back at Deke Anderson.  He put his head down for a second.  Then looked back up at them.  

“Really?” asked Lori.

“Sure, right before I put in my ear buds.” quipped Deke.

Lori reached back and punched him in the shoulder.  “Such a dick sometimes.”

He rubbed his muscular deltoid mockingly.  “Owww.  It’s Deke not...”

“Are we done?” asked Hannah.

Lori Tolliver held up her cellphone.  “Selfie time.”

The trio posed briefly for a pic before Hannah put her foot down on the accelerator and they were off.
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The warehouse parking lot that housed Bobby Dingo’s MMA gym was half full.  Willow selected a row for herself in the back corner.  The court case and her testimony had been delayed another two weeks.  It was the second time that it had happened in as many months.  She had a few hours free because of it.  By getting to the gym earlier Willow had a better chance of being home on time for dinner.

She slipped into the locker room and changed.  Bobby Dingo signaled to her after Willow emerged.  He finished up with a client and walked over to her.  “Playing hooky?”

“Sort of had some free time this morning.  Thought I might come over now.”

Bobby rubbed his chin and glanced around for a minute at his training facility which he converted from an abandoned building on Vermont street.  It was in a rough neighborhood.  The kind of place where you wouldn’t want to be found after the sun went down.

“We shouldn’t let opportunity get in the way then, right?”

“My thoughts exactly.” replied Willow.

She followed him over to a group of heavy bags suspended by thick silver chains.
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Montreal’s Hotel Nelligan timeless and classical lobby was full of guests.  The front desk had been busier than usual in an effort to accommodate requests for overnight lodging.  There was one room in particular that should have been available, yet still remained occupied in the hotel’s system.  Their guest had requested an extended stay and a late checkout time on their final day yet hadn’t done so.

A call inside the suite with its partial brick wall and romantic fireplace had gone unanswered after several polite attempts.

One of the hotel’s staff was sent up to investigate while management worked on resolving an overbooking situation and a potentially damaging review.  Several knocks later didn’t bring a response.  Housekeeping was summoned and accompanied an assistant manager who accessed the suite with a pass key.

They found the luxurious accommodations had been left untouched.  A call was placed down to the desk from inside the room.

Valeria Tutov received a notification that her credit card had been charged.  It was an account used under a newly created identity before she had landed in the Canadian province.  That was over two weeks ago.

She had already crossed the border into the United States and set up surveillance on her target.  Valeria’s contract had a slight wrinkle to it.  But the money was worth the risk.

A portion of it had already been wired to a bank in Panama.  The other half waited at the click of a button once she provided evidence that the job was finished.  Her membership in the Guild was approved after the last successful contract killing.  The resources of the organization were eye-opening and were now at her disposal.  She watched her target walk out of the multi-story brick building in the heart of a downtown Michigan city.
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A thunderous sound echoed inside Bobby Dingo’s gym when his foot struck the training bag.  He repeated the same kick with the opposite leg and a similar result.  Bobby turned to Willow.  “Try it again.  Like I showed you.”

She tried to copy the same lethal strike that if delivered efficiently would have had the force of a baseball bat behind it.  “How was that?”

Bobby Dingo cracked a smile.  “A little better.  You might knock down a small sapling with that kick.”

“What am I missing here?” she asked.

“Besides a decade of training? Nothing.”

“I’m serious.” she said.

Bobby motioned her away from the heavy leather bag.  “Watch again.  Slow motion this time.”  He stood on one leg perfectly balanced and touched his target with his foot.

She took his place when he stepped aside to observe.  “I think I’ve got it now.”

Willow exhaled loudly as the momentum of her foot struck the bag’s leather padding.  It drew the attention of a couple of onlookers.

“Are you ready to hit the mat yet?  Or did the doctor tell you to hold off?” asked Bobby.

“My shoulder’s fine.  It’s part titanium, remember?”  Willow was referring to her clavicle that had been fractured by a bullet meant to end her life.

“Do you want to spar a little the next time you’re in here?”  I’ve been training someone for their first fight.  It’s in a few months.  She’s about your size.  It’d do you both some good.”

“Sure, I’m game.”

“I need a favor first.” said Bobby.

Willow shrugged.  “Alright.”

“Stop beating the hell out of my equipment will ya?”

“Not my fault, I’ve got a good instructor.” said Willow.

Bobby winked at her.  “The best.”

She enjoyed the training sessions.  He pushed her to the breaking point.  The techniques that Bobby had shown her had come in handy on a few occasions.

Bobby Dingo was a formidable foe in his prime.  He was a Muay Thai fighter that had spent a considerable number of years training overseas.  His shins and feet were heavily scarred from kicking bamboo trees until they had splintered and succumbed to the constant battering.  He also bore the hallmarks of a seasoned MMA fighter with easily recognized cauliflower ears.  Most who suffered this disfigurement carried them like a badge of honor.  If it hadn’t been for a freak injury there would have been no telling how far Bobby Dingo’s MMA career might have gone.

Willow showered, changed, and reapplied her makeup.  He was at the front desk when she passed by.  “See ya champ.”

“Stop it.” she said.

“All you have to do is say yes.”

“My boss might have an issue with it.  Plus, I’m damaged goods, remember?”  Willow pointed to the surgical scar near her shoulder.

“I’ve seen worse.” replied Bobby.

“Before or after the match?” asked Willow.

“My offer still stands if you want to take a shot at this sport.”

She walked out with a gym bag slung over her shoulder.  Willow looked at the screen on her cellphone and thought about texting Hannah to meet for lunch.  Her high school had an open campus policy that they were trying out for the first time.  Willow’s thumb hovered over the device for a second before she put it away.  There were a few files downtown on her desk that needed attention. 
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