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      Goodbye, milaya.

      Dani removed the slide from the frame of her Glock 19 with a comforting snick. She always felt safest when the gun was in her hands but broken down into harmless pieces. It was close enough to reassemble and use if necessary, but with no intent in the moment to harm another. She examined the barrel with meditative attention. The cleaning ritual calmed her. The smooth feel of the gun and the repetitive movements quieted her mind. Kept her worries at rest, if only for a moment.

      Do not look for me.

      Not that the occasional painful thought did not creep in.

      She took a cleanish cloth and wiped the slide rails. The cloth came away as tarnished as her soul. She may not be serving Petrov of her own free will, but she still served.

      Live your life.

      The part she could not reconcile was that she had bargained for Julep’s life with more than her own. Did Dani really have the right to sacrifice untold others to spare one person? And yet, she would not make any other choice, were she forced to choose again.

      Be happy.

      Dani sighed and reassembled her gun. She pushed herself wearily to her feet, wincing as her injured arm twinged a painful reminder of yesterday’s session with Petrov. He called it training, but it was really punishment for Dani’s betrayal. She had chosen Julep over loyalty to him, and he would never allow her to forget it.

      Stowing her Glock in her shoulder holster, she walked to the window. Edging the green curtain aside, she scanned the perimeter of the twilit parking lot. Petrov had ordered her to rendezvous with him at the motel but had not said when he expected to arrive.

      So much useless waiting. It had been months since she left Chicago under Petrov’s command. Months of constant traveling with him, knowing nothing of his plans. Her only purpose now was to keep Julep out of Petrov’s crosshairs. If she could do that, then it would be worth it.

      The door to her room opened, admitting Andriy, one of Petrov’s more loyal enforcers.

      “Any word from Petrov?” Dani asked, resuming her seat at the table under the ochre lamp.

      Andriy grunted noncommittally and tossed a takeout container onto the table next to Dani’s elbow. She did not want the food, but she forced herself to eat it anyway. She did not know when she would be given the opportunity again.

      She opened the container and grabbed a piece of greasy chicken with her fingers. The chicken tasted faintly metallic from the gunpowder residue that had transferred to her hands, but she barely noticed. What was a little extra brimstone to her?

      Julep’s face that last day in the hospital flashed into Dani’s mind like an afterimage. She dropped the next bit of chicken she had been about to eat back into the container and got to her feet, heading to the kitchen to wash her hands.

      The phone in her pocket vibrated against her hip. She wiped her hands on a fresh towel that perhaps had once been white and pulled out the phone, expecting to see a message from Petrov. Instead, an unknown number appeared on the screen. She unlocked the phone and opened the message.

      Meet me at the tree.

      No indication of the sender’s identity, but none was necessary. She deleted the message and pocketed her phone.

      “I am going out,” she said, gingerly pulling her jacket over her injuries.

      “Boss won’t like it.”

      Dani ignored this observation as she pocketed an extra mag of ammunition. Knowing Han, she would likely need it. Then she pulled open the sticky motel door and strode out into the brisk night.

      Petrov had kept them on the move—Vienna, Kinshasa, Beijing, Bogota—more cities in three months than Dani had visited in her entire life. He seemed to be amassing contacts, settling supply lines, brokering deals, and bribing politicians. Dani was never privy to the strategy behind these efforts, but she had the distinct impression that Petrov’s interests were no longer his own. He would leave the room when a certain person would call, even when he was in the middle of a training session.

      The orders from the mysterious stranger took Petrov’s crew to every corner of the world. And just a week ago, those orders had led them back to Chicago. The ache beneath her ribs intensified the closer she was to Julep. Sticking to her promise to stay away had been far more difficult this last week than it had been in the three months since she had walked out of the hospital.

      She arrived at a bus stop and sat on the bench to wait. A few minutes later, a бабуся in a threadbare scarf and a man’s overcoat joined her. The woman’s face was so wrinkled that her eyes crinkled almost closed when she smiled.

      “Storm’s coming,” she said, taking a seat on the bench next to Dani.

      Most strangers took one look at Dani’s black jacket, her tattooed neck, and her forbidding glare and made a number of assumptions—all of them accurate. The brave ones who attempted conversation were usually disappointed in Dani’s lack of response, and vaguely threatened enough to move away quickly. But this woman reminded Dani of someone from Ukraine, a grandmother who had occasionally given Dani and the other сирота scraps of bread and kind words.

      “It seems clear,” Dani responded, glancing at the few stars strong enough to break through the light pollution that blanketed the city like a smoky, neon fog.

      The woman tapped her own chest with a gnarled finger. “Storm’s in here,” she said. “Been brewing since last Thursday.”

      Dani nodded as if this made sense. “What happened last Thursday?”

      “My son left for the war.”

      Dani did not know which war the woman meant but it did not matter. The ravages of war were the same on hearts and minds regardless.

      “Your storm has been brewing for longer than that, though, hasn’t it, дочка?”

      Dani started at the word daughter coming from the woman’s lips.

      “What?” she said, her skin prickling with unease.

      “Your storm is locked inside an iron chest, wrapped in chains, and secured with a thousand locks. Storms aren’t meant to be locked away like that.”

      Who was this woman? Was it a coincidence that she spoke Ukrainian? Did she know who Dani was?

      “Storms aren’t meant to be locked away like that.”

      “I… I cannot… My life is not mine.”

      She shook her head dismissively. “Your heart may not be yours, but you always have a choice.”

      “I do not understand. Do I know you?”

      “No,” she said, as the bus Dani had been waiting for pulled up to the stop.

      The woman rose unsteady to her feet. She shuffled to the bus as the driver opened the doors. At her beckoning gesture, Dani realized that she had yet to move. She hurried to join the woman, prepared to help her climb the steps. But that was not the woman’s intent. Instead, she waved Dani to board the bus ahead of her.

      “Unleash your storm, дочка. You will be unstoppable.”

      Then the doors of the bus closed, leaving the old woman on the curb.

      “Wait,” Dani said, turning to stop the driver. But when she looked back, the old woman had disappeared.
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      The “tree” that Han had demanded an audience at was not, in fact, a tree. It was a bookstore. Specifically, the Magic Tree Bookstore in Oak Park. Seeing the familiar green awnings and white logo brought back memories of both comfort and guilt.

      “Been a while,” Han said, appearing out of the shadow of the doorway as Dani got off the bus. “I’m surprised you remembered the way.”

      Han looked as flawless and beautiful as always, her shimmering black hair in a tight ponytail. Her dark brown eyes glittered with an internal fire that consumed anything that stood in her way. A volcano. It was difficult to resist her when she wanted something, and she had wanted Dani from that first day three years ago—Han working enforcer detail for the Triads, Dani having just arrived with Petrov in Chicago. It had taken Han a while to wear Dani down, but she eventually succeeded. They were together for two years, one of them good, one of them not. And then Julep had grifted her way into Dani’s life, making it impossible for Dani to stay.

      “I presume your invitation was for more than just a social visit?” Dani said, deciding it was better to get straight to the point.

      Han’s expression held more bitterness than welcome, but she led Dani inside and to the furthest corner of the store, where they would not be heard over a rabble of children participating in a read-along.

      “I need your help,” Han said, her gaze troubled. “I wouldn’t ask if I had anyone else.”

      “I know. And I owe you for helping me with⁠—”

      “Stop,” Han said, her voice rippling with warning. “Don’t say the name.”

      Dani acquiesced, falling silent, while Han shifted to the side to compose herself. When she turned back a moment later, her enforcer persona had slipped into place, and Dani let out the breath she was holding. No scene this time. No gun, at least.

      “I need your help,” Han said again, perhaps trying to restart the conversation.

      “I am bound to Petrov,” Dani said. “I am limited, but I will do what I can.”

      “I know,” Han said. “The syndicates are gossiping like a bunch of aunties about the Ukranian’s return. How did he get out of prison?”

      Dani did not know, though she had suspicions. “He tells me only where to go, who to target, what to acquire. I suspect he works for someone else now, but I do not know who.”

      Han shudders. “I can’t imagine who would be powerful enough that Petrov would agree to work for them.”

      “I will find out if I can.”

      “I don’t care about that,” Han said, her features twisting. “I have bigger concerns right now.”

      “What concerns?”

      “It’s easier if I show you.”

      Han swiveled to the shelf on her left and tilted a blue, cloth-bound book at an angle. A click sounded. Then she pushed the shelf forward, revealing a hidden room. She stepped inside the dim interior, looking over Dani’s shoulder to make sure no one else was watching.

      Dani followed her into the gloom, though with Han’s temper, Dani could not be entirely certain that Han did not intend revenge. She was clearly still angry and hurt, though Dani had broken off their relationship nearly a year ago. But what actually awaited them was far more shocking.

      Three small children huddled around a tablet, its flickering glow the only source of light in the closet-sized room. The children were silent in a way that Dani recognized at once.

      “What is this?”

      “They’re Uyghur. Siblings. Escaped a People’s Republic internment camp with help from a low-level official who risked his own safety to rescue them.”

      “I have heard of the internment camps in the Xinjiang province, the assimilation programs,” Dani said. “But how are you involved? Why are they here?”

      Han shifted uneasily from foot to foot, not meeting Dani’s gaze. “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Who brought them here? Are there others?”

      “I can’t tell you that either.”

      Dani raised an eyebrow at her. “Why ask for my assistance if you cannot tell me anything?”

      “I need your help relocating them.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t⁠—”

      “—tell me that. Of course.” Dani sighed heavily, running a hand through her short hair in mild exasperation. “What is the job?”

      “They need to be taken to O’Hare, but not the main terminal. There’s a hangar on the east side of the tarmac. A security guard in a red turban named Karanveer will meet you at the gate and take them from there.”

      “Why can you not take them? You are the better choice. You know where to go and who your contact is. You know who to reach out to if something goes wrong.”

      “I’m being watched.”

      Han looked frightened, which was not like Han at all. She had been trained by the Triads from a very young age to fight, to kill, to use her fear to fuel the inferno inside her. She had also spent two years in the People’s Liberation Army, flying combat air missions for the Ground Force. She did not scare easily.

      “I suppose you cannot tell me where they are headed.”

      Han shook her head. “Even I don’t know that. Each leg of the journey is kept isolated from the others to protect everyone involved.”

      Dani nodded, the familiarity of the strategy sending a prickle of unease down her spine. Petrov had used a similar tactic for his human trafficking business.

      “Will you do this for me?” Han asked, her shadowed face more fragile than Dani had seen it since she had ended things between them. It was a measure of her depth of feeling for this project—or perhaps these children—that she pleaded rather than demanded. Dani owed her a favor, and this was barely a delivery errand, despite the delicate cargo. But Dani had no doubt already missed her rendezvous with Petrov, which meant additional consequences. Did she really want to involve herself with this, given her situation?

      “I am sure you have other contacts who could have assisted you. Why ask me?”

      Han stuffed her hands in the pockets of her bomber jacket and leaned back against the closed door. “There are others I could ask, but…after what happened with Petrov and the Ukrainian girls…”

      “You believed I would care about them,” Dani realized aloud.

      Han did not confirm it, but she did not have to. She was right. Dani would care about the children, perhaps more than most others in their profession.

      The children had turned from their tablet to regard Dani and Han with a calm resignation that spoke volumes. They were of varying ages. Two girls and a boy, maybe twelve, ten, and seven. Dani wondered if they even knew how old they were. Time in such conditions is a completely different construct than time in the rest of the world. Dani still was not sure how old she herself was, though she had crafted a response to the question that suited her well enough.

      The girls had long, dark hair bound in braids. The boy’s hair was trimmed short around his ears. They each wore Nike sweats in neutral colors. The youngest clutched a small, stuffed unicorn with giant, gold-flecked eyes in the crook of her arm as if her life depended on its presence. Dani thought of Julep and smiled softly in solidarity. She, too, knew how it felt to have her existence depend on another.

      Dani knelt next to the girl. She wished she had something to offer them. Tatyana had always favored the корівка fudge candies that Dani would steal from Амстор. But they were not in Ukraine now, and Tatyana could be anywhere or nowhere at all.

      It was the boy who approached first, his features carefully schooled to hide emotion. She extended her hand palm up, halving the distance between them. The boy looked to the older girl, as if silently asking for permission to engage. Regardless, the girl did not tear her cautious stare away from Dani to either consent or refuse. She seemed by far the more skittish of the two. The boy must have come to a decision on his own, though, as he placed his cool hand in Dani’s. Dani clasped the small hand gently and shook once before letting go.

      “What are you called?” she asked them, but they stared back at her blankly. To Han, Dani said, “They speak no English?”

      “No. Only Putonghua. It can make explaining things to them challenging. But they don’t resist. They are like living corpses.” She shivered as she said it, but she straightened, flipping her hair over her shoulder to cover her lapse of composure.

      Dani inhaled deeply, the smell of books thick in the close air.

      “I cannot be away from Petrov long. But I should be able to take them to the airport.”

      Han’s smile when it lit her face was like the sun rising from behind a mountain. Dani felt a stirring of nostalgia, remembering what it was like to wake up to that smile. Han had always been the most beautiful woman Dani had ever seen. She just…was not Julep.

      “Thank you,” Han said, taking a step in Dani’s direction as if wanting to hug her, though she seemed to think better of it. “I can’t tell you how important this is to me.”

      Dani nodded. “If I do this, then our debt is paid, yes?”

      “Yes,” Han said, her smile cracking at the edges. “Just to the airport.”

      Dani nodded, already mapping in her mind the road ahead.

      “I will need to borrow a car.”
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      “Sorry. It’s all I could find on short notice,” Han said, though she did not sound particularly contrite as she exited the driver’s seat of a Toyota Cressida that was easily ten years older than Dani.

      “It has wheels and fuel,” Dani observed. “And it is unremarkable, which is to our benefit in this case.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Han said. Then she spoke to the three children in Putonghua.

      As they huddled together under the streetlamp, listening to Han’s instructions, Dani studied each of their faces. The only sign of life among them was the smallest girl clinging to the eldest’s hand. This favor was going to be both easy and incredibly difficult.

      Han opened the backdoor of the Cressida. The children climbed in without hesitation. Their unquestioning compliance resurrected an old dread in Dani. She had seen similar submission in the girls Petrov had imprisoned. After freeing them, Dani had hoped never to see its like again. She had been foolish to think she had cured all the worlds’ evils by eradicating one. And how could she think she had eradicated it at all, if she was serving the same man again?

      Han handed her the keys. “Don’t go anywhere but the airport. There are people looking for them. Bad people.”

      “Do you know why?” Dani asked, though she did not really need to know to accomplish the mission.

      “I can’t⁠—”

      Dani waved her to silence with a wry smile as she sank into the driver’s-side seat. “I will leave the car at Chengdu,” she said.

      “Dani…” Han trailed off in uncharacteristic hesitation. She never hesitated, especially when she was unsure. She usually spoke like she was throwing darts. But now she fiddled with the weather-stripping on the edge of the car door, looking anywhere but at Dani.

      “Yes?” Dani prompted. She needed to get moving. Petrov was likely already looking for her.

      Han finally met her gaze, her dark eyes liquid with emotion. “I wish…”

      Dani felt the aching misery in those two small words, knowing full well its origin: that Dani would not do this for Han but instead to counter a debt owed to Han by Julep and in part because Dani harbored a weakness for children in distress. Dani had said yes for every reason but Han, and the truth of that hung in the air between them like a blade about to fall.

      Dani saw it play out on Han’s aesthetically perfect face, and she simply had no idea what to say. Julep would know. But Julep was not here. And if she were, it would make Han’s pain a thousand-fold worse.

      “I will keep them safe,” Dani said softly. It was all she could promise.

      After a moment, Han nodded curtly and stepped back, allowing Dani to shut the car door.

      Dani drew her seatbelt up and out as far as it would go, then looked over the back of her seat at the children. She waved the hand holding the belt buckle while looking straight at them, saying, “Put yours on,” and hoping they understood. Then she buckled hers with the loudest click she could manage. She looked over the seat once more to see each of them mirroring her action.

      Good. This was going to work. Probably.

      She pulled away from the curb, watching Han watch them leave in the side-view mirror. Then she turned her eyes to the road ahead. Twenty minutes to the airport. Just twenty minutes.

      Unsurprisingly, twenty minutes goes fast when you are constantly scanning all visible intersecting roadways for signs of pursuit. No pursuit showed itself, however, and their tiny troop arrived at the airport with a comforting lack of excitement.

      Dani circled the airport a few times to be absolutely certain no one had followed them before turning onto a frontage road leading to the hangar Han had indicated.

      She parked at the back of the hangar, pulling alongside the shadowed edge of the building. There were no other cars at the hangar, which could mean that Dani’s contact had not yet arrived, or it could mean something else entirely. The only way to find out would be to exit the car. She did not wish to bring the children into an unknown situation, but nor did she think it wise to leave them in the car unprotected. She unbuckled her seat belt.

      “Come with me,” Dani said, gesturing to the car door. “Out. With me.”

      The children sat very still and stared unblinking at her.

      She sighed and got out of the car. Then she opened the boy’s door, gesturing for them to come out and stand next to her.

      The children did, though they eyed her distrustfully. At least they were showing some sign of emotion now. Perhaps it meant they were open to the idea of trusting her eventually. Not that it mattered. They would soon be on an airplane to another destination. Dani hoped it was better than where they were now, that it was far better than where they had been before.

      She drew her gun but left the safety on, carrying it down against her leg to keep from frightening the children. With her other hand, she gestured them toward the nearest door. They dutifully headed in that direction. When they reached it, though, Dani waved at them to stand to the side so she could open it with her sight-lines clear.

      She twisted the knob, waiting for a lock to catch, but none did. The door swung outward an inch, and Dani scanned the interior as much as she could through the crack. When nothing dangerous jumped at her, she opened the door a degree wider.

      The interior was dimly lit, both fortunately for their own ability to avoid notice and unfortunately in that it granted the same cover for everyone else. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, though. The hangar housed a small biplane, likely meant for short excursions only. If there were four seats in total, Dani would be surprised. Regardless, her contact did not appear. Perhaps he was in the pilot’s seat already?

      She led them cautiously through the door, gun still down as no threat presented itself, and circumscribed the perimeter, all three children trailing in her wake like silent ducklings. No sound, no lights, no movement. Her shoulders relaxed fractionally, though now that her eyes had adjusted, she scanned the dimness with more care.

      Dani led her troop over to the office, which was no bigger than the room behind the bookshelf had been, but with a desk and two chairs and a windowed wall. Was it perfect cover? No. But it let Dani see without necessarily being seen first.

      The children took seats to wait, the youngest squeezed into the chair next to her brother. The sight of them bunched together reminded Dani so strongly of Tatyana and the other сирота that it took her breath away. She had not realized how much she still missed them.

      The door on the other side of the hangar from them opened, and a man wearing a red turban walked in. He seemed unconcerned with stealth, so the hangar must have been territory he was familiar with, and he must not suspect imminent danger. Both were good signs. She straightened, holstering her gun, and waved at the children to stay where they were, holding a finger to her lips in what she hoped was a universal gesture for keep quiet. Then she let herself out of the hangar office, closing the door behind her with a click.

      The turbaned man turned at the sound, a smile blooming on his face. He looked young in the dim lighting, though his beard held a fair amount of gray.

      “Greetings,” he said in accented English. “I suppose you are here to deliver the children.” He looked around, clearly noting their absence. “Where are the children?”

      “Safe,” Dani said. “What is your name?”

      “Karanveer, brave and kind warrior of the Khalsa, at your service.”

      The name matched the one Han had given. Still, Dani preferred to be thorough.

      “May I see your identification?”

      “Of course. It is commendable to be cautious in these matters.”

      He took out his wallet from a pocket in his security uniform and pulled his driver’s license from the windowed slot. He handed it to Dani, along with the security badge he had clipped to his shirt pocket, for closer inspection. Both pictures looked like him, though in the dim interior she could not be sure. Dani handed the identification cards back and decided to trust him, more because her instincts told her she could than because of his ID.

      “The children are in the office,” Dani said. She signaled through the window for them to come out.

      “They are so quiet,” Karanveer observed to Dani sadly as they walked over. “Children should only be this quiet when they sleep.”

      Dani agreed. She and her friends, though they suffered, had been boisterous and full of life. These young ones were far too guarded.

      “Why are you doing this?” Dani asked without consciously meaning to.

      “The Khalsa are defenders of religious freedom. We fight injustice and persecution wherever we find it. As for why I myself am fighting this particular battle, well, that is a long story, my friend, with a few…events…that are quite unpleasant for me to recount.” He paused, caught in a moment of anguish. “I venture to assume that you have a similar answer to that question.”

      “I am here only to do a favor for a friend.”

      “Perhaps,” he said with a sad smile. “But you are here all the same. And I sense that we have much in common.”

      Dani nodded. “I would like to know what⁠—”

      But before she could finish, several windows shattered inward at once, spilling a tidal wave of faceless operatives in black into the hangar.
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