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        To the late Robert “Rob” Wyda

        You made it, brother!
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        Club Cipher

        Ulicy Mazowieckiej

        Warsaw, Poland

      

      

      CIA officer James Robert ‘Bob’ Morgan, call sign ‘Gargoyle,’ drove carefully through the thickening Friday evening traffic as he headed towards Warsaw’s City Center. His caution magnified by the amazing vehicle he was fortunate enough to be issued for this mission, a brand-new Bentley Continental GT Speed. The glorious, sleek two-door coupe was painted in what Bentley called Magnetic Grey with a black leather interior with red leather trim. The seats were also black leather with red contrasting stitching. The dashboard finish was high gloss black carbon fiber with polished aluminum making up the gauge surrounds, the shifter, and the switch gear. The Speed’s W-12 engine produced 650 brake horsepower which moved effortlessly the nearly three-ton grand tourer from zero to sixty miles per hour in a very respectable 3.5 seconds. The Bentley befitted Morgan’s cover for this operation, but it wasn’t the most spectacular thing in his line of sight.

      Morgan’s MI-6 operative lover, Catherine ‘Cat’ Roberts, call sign ‘Calico,’ sat in the Bentley’s passenger seat, her shoes off and her shapely legs curdled up under her as she enjoyed the car’s sumptuous leather interior. She wore a skin-tight, purple cocktail dress with a slit up the left leg, tan stockings and black leather pumps. The most striking part of her appearance was her hair color as she wore a black wig to cover her normal blond locks. To Morgan, and to any male member of the species, Cat looked devastating, which was also necessary for this operation.

      Morgan was no slouch when it came to his attire as well. He sported a navy blue three piece Camps de Luca suit, specially tailored in Paris to keep his Berretta Nano and its shoulder holster completely hidden. He also carried a collapsible baton at the small of his back, again with the suit jacket’s exquisite tailoring keeping its presence hidden. Morgan usually chose English or American brands, like his local designer, Mark Levinson back in Virginia, but he had to admit the French designer was top notch. The company’s willingness to adapt their products to conceal Morgan’s weaponry made him think that they did work for the French Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure, better known as the DGSE, and were quite familiar with the needs of those in the intelligence and security communities.

      Morgan also wore an Omega Aqua Terra chronometer with some optional features courtesy of his equipment guy, affectionately known throughout the CIA as ‘Chop,’ and an eye patch, also with special features, instead of his prosthetic eye. Morgan and Cat felt the patch suited Morgan’s cover identity better than the near-normal appearance provided by the prosthetic.

      Cat reached over and pressed a button that rotated the center portion the Speed’s dashboard. The panel changed from the three aluminum and crystal gauges that showed the outside temperature, direction, and lap times, to the car’s touchscreen infotainment display. She connected her Galaxy S-22 smartphone to the car’s Android Auto system, found her music app, and pressed play. The sounds of Motley Crue’s ‘Doctor Feelgood’ came out through the Bentley’s Naim 18 speaker, 2200-Watt sound system while Cat air drummed along with the song. Morgan began to bob his head to the beat as he swerved around the other cars on the road in time to the music.

      “That’ll work,” Morgan said. One of the many things he loved about Cat was her taste in music, both of them agreeing that good music pretty much came to an end on January First, 1990.

      Morgan’s and Cat’s mission was straight forward. Acting as a team that supplied cheap, trafficked labor for Germany’s manufacturing and ‘leisure’ industries, Morgan and Cat were to infiltrate and disrupt the human trafficking network of one Ernst Jesko, a man reputed to be the largest broker of trafficked persons in not only Poland, but the whole of Eastern Europe. Jesko’s name figured prominently in the documents seized two months prior during the take-down, by the British Special Boat Service, of the container ship M/V Aurora Express, a vessel used for both weapons and human trafficking and owned by the late Rasmussen family.

      Operating under the names Marcus von Sydow and Lilia Klimko, and with a legend and dark web presence provided by Morgan’s computer guy, Lloyd Decker, the couple drove to one of Warsaw’s hottest night clubs, Club Cipher, for a meeting with Jesko and his crew to arrange for a shipment of new ‘employees’ for their clients. If all went according to plan, the pair would use this initial meeting to enter Jesko’s inner circle, allowing them to gather the information necessary to take down the network for good.

      Morgan spotted Club Cipher approaching on the left, and he prepared to execute a U-turn at the next intersection.

      “Shoes on, my dear. We’re about there,” Morgan said.

      Cat put her black leather pumps on her dainty feet and smoothed out her dress. She opened her small, black leather handbag, which matched her shoes perfectly, and verified that her Walther PPK and its attached suppressor was in its appropriate place along with a few other extra accessories.

      “Ready. You up and recording?” Cat asked.

      Morgan pulled his Galaxy S-22 smartphone from inside his suit jacket. He activated the same imaging app he used with his prosthetic, but instead of seeing what his prosthetic saw, he saw the image from a camera imbedded in his eye patch. Satisfied with what he saw, he placed his phone back in his pocket.

      “Up and running,” Morgan said.

      “Then let’s have some fun, darling.”

      Morgan pulled up to the parking valet at the club’s entrance. The valet reached for the passenger door handle as Morgan shifted the Bentley into park. After the door opened, Cat swung her legs out of the Speed seductively, her cat’s paw tattoo above her right ankle showed through her stockings as her right foot reached the curb. She accepted the wide-eyed, slack-jawed valet’s hand with a smile as he assisted her out of the vehicle. As Cat stood, Morgan grabbed a black leather briefcase out from behind the driver’s seat. He walked up behind Cat and slipped the valet the key fob and a 500 zloty note. Cat smiled sweetly and looked straight into the eyes of the young and obviously flustered valet.

      “Umieść swoje oczy z powrotem w swojej głowie, młody człowieku.” (Place your eyes back in your head, young man.) Cat said in her near perfect Polish, one of the many languages mastered by the polyglot British intelligence officer.

      Cat moved into the club with Morgan walking half a pace behind her, a proper place for a man acting as security for his female charge. The club was a converted three-story warehouse with a large bar running across nearly the entire width of the club’s back wall. Five bartenders worked hard behind that bar filling drink orders for the hundreds of patrons partying on the huge, center dance floor. A DJ booth sat to Morgan’s right under a metal, lattice work balcony that ran along three of the club’s four walls. After scanning the club for exit routes and potential threats, Morgan leaned in and whispered in Cat’s ear.

      “Hearing you speak another language is hot!” Morgan said over the loud music.

      “Later, James,” Cat began with a smile. “What do you see?”

      “Two exits either side of the bar in front of us. There’s a stairway running on the right for the mezzanine level above us, and one to our left that continues to the third-floor terrace. No obvious security goons around, though there are probably cameras and a central security office.”

      “Any sign of Jesko?”

      “Not down here. Reports say that on nice nights like tonight, he likes to hold court up on the terrace.”

      “Then let’s get some fresh air.”

      The couple moved to their left towards the stairway to the terrace level with Cat leading the way. They moved through the crowd, and both men and women stopped and stared at the handsome couple working their way through them. They reached the steps and started climbing. Morgan let Cat get a step of him as they moved up the steps, ostensibly to give Cat room to move, but actually he just stared at her immaculately sculpted behind encased in the cocktail dress. Cat felt eyes burning behind her and turned to Morgan.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just admiring the aft view, my dear,” Morgan answered with a smirk.

      Cat responded with a smile and shake of her head before continued up the stairs.

      They reached the terrace level and stepped outside though a pair of glass doors. The semi-circular terrace had a spectacular view of the Warsaw skyline and a series of six-foot-high glass panels mounted on top of an already four-foot-high wall. At the base of the semi-circle stood the bar with another DJ booth at the peak. A series of tables and chairs stood along the edge of the terrace with yet another dance floor in the center. People dressed in everything from evening wear to jeans and t-shirts danced under a series of light strung between the glass walls to the club’s exterior walls. It was the kind of scene that made introverts like Morgan and Cat uncomfortable. Morgan bared his teeth at the sight of all the people.

      Who are all these people?!? Don’t these people have jobs to go to in the morning?

      “Definitely not our scene,” Morgan shouted into Cat’s ear over the music.

      “Let’s put our game faces on and get this done,” Cat responded.

      They looked around and saw their target sitting at one of the tables along the edge of the terrace. Jesko had a full head of jet-black hair in a slicked back style, and he had typical Eastern European facial features with a very prominent brow ridge and thick eyebrows over his dark, brown eyes. He wore a custom-tailored suit and a very large, and very obnoxious, gold wristwatch. He sat in the middle of a bench seat with two beautiful girls snuggling up to him on each side as he sipped a mahogany drink from an old-fashioned style crystal glass. Cat looked on in barely concealed contempt.

      Probably two of his more willing victims.

      Cat and Morgan walked confidently up to Jesko’s table. They stood next to it for a moment while Jesko whispered something into one of the girl’s ears, resulting in a brief giggle. Cat cleared her throat impatiently. Jesko turned his head slowly then looked Cat up and down with his gaze stopping briefly on her shapely legs.

      “Kim do cholery jesteś?” (Who the hell are you?), Jesko asked with a note of contempt in his voice.

      “Jestem Lilia Klimko. To mój partner, Marcus von Sydow. Mamy spotkanie.” (I'm Lilia Klimko. This is my partner, Marcus von Sydow. We have a meeting.), Cat replied, her voice neutral.

      Jesko sat up and a smile crossed his broad, Slavic face.

      “Ach, cześć! Przyjemność spotkania się z tobą twarzą w twarz. Usiądź proszę! Dołączysz do mnie?” (Ah, hello! Pleasure to finally meet you face to face. Sit, please! Will you join me?)

      Cat sat down in a chair directly in front of Jesko while Morgan stood behind her to both watch Jesko and to watch their collective backs. Jesko leaned closer to Cat so he could be heard over the music.

      “Masz coś dla mnie, tak?” (So, you have something for me, yes?)

      “Tak, jeśli masz coś dla mnie.” (I do, if you have something for me.)

      Jesko began to reach into his jacket, causing Morgan to reach into his. Jesko held up his left hand when he saw Morgan’s reaction.

      “Spokojnie, panie von Sydow. Sięgam po telefon.” (Easy, Mister von Sydow. Just reaching for my phone.)

      Morgan kept his hand in his jacket. Cat turned her head slightly and spoke over her shoulder.

      “Es ist in Ordnung. Er greift gerade nach seinem Handy.” (It's alright. He is just reaching for his mobile.) Cat told Morgan in German.

      Morgan removed his hand from his jacket and placed it back to his side. Cat turned back to Jesko.

      “Przepraszam, pan von Sydow nie mówi po polsku, tylko po niemiecku.” (My apologies, Mr. von Sydow does not speak Polish, just German.) Cat said.

      “Żadne przeprosiny nie są konieczne. Pan von Sydow po prostu wykonuje swoją pracę.” (No apologies necessary. Mr. von Sydow is just doing his job.) Jesko replied.

      Jesko opened his phone and passed it to Cat. It showed a video, probably live, of two dozen men and women packed into the back of what looked like the back of a cargo van. With barely concealed anger, Cat passed the phone back to Jesko.

      “Jak już wspomniałem, pierwszy ładunek pracowników czekających na moim miejscu postoju wzdłuż niemieckiej granicy, gotowych do przeprowadzki po otrzymaniu płatności.” (As discussed, the first load of workers waiting at my staging area along the German border, ready to move when payment is received.)

      Cat nodded and raised her left hand to beckon Morgan forward. He moved to Cat’s right and handed her the briefcase. She placed it on the table, turned the front towards Jesko, and popped the case’s two latches. Jesko opened the case and smiled his broad smile at the sight of the stacks of 100 Euro notes inside. Cat closed the briefcase and left it on the table.

      “Dwa i pół miliona euro, połowa uzgodnionej kwoty. Reszta zostanie przesłana na Twoje konto, gdy moi ludzie zweryfikują dostawę.” (Two and a half million Euro, half the agreed amount. The rest will be wired to your account after my people verify delivery.)

      Jesko smiled and proceeded to send a message from his phone. He locked the case’s latches and pulled it closer to him. He smiled again at Cat.

      “Doskonały! Współpraca z tobą była przyjemnością… Calico.” (Excellent! It's been a pleasure doing business with you…Calico.)

      Before she had a chance to react, two large, tracksuit wearing, steroid-juiced men, both former members of the Polish Special Forces known as Wojska Specjalne, approached from the right and two more from the left. Two of the men held Cat down in her seat while two more covered Morgan. Jesko began to laugh, shook his head, and continued in English.

      “I had my suspicions as to who you were, but when I saw your tattoo, I knew. You’re Calico, an agent of the British Secret Intelligence Service. Word spread throughout the Hantu network about you and your unusual body art. I have to say, nice try, and thanks for the gratuity. Zabierz ich, a ich ciała wrzuć do Wisły. (Take them away, and dump their bodies in the Vistula).”

      As the goons pulled Cat out of her seat and moved to grab Morgan, she shouted at him in German.

      “Jetzt!” (Now!)

      Morgan twisted the bezel on his Aqua Terra then pressed the crown. The briefcase on the table popped open and tear gas sprayed from hidden canisters mounted under the stacks of Euros. The couple held their breath as Jesko, his girls, and his goons began to cough uncontrollably. The crowd around them panicked and ran for the nearest exit.

      Cat took advantage of the distractions to free herself from the goons’ grip. She flexed the toes of her right foot and a razor-sharp spike extended from the bottom of her right heel. She brought up her right foot and stomped on the right-hand goon’s instep. The goon screamed in pain and in doing so drew in more tear gas into his lungs. The spike also pinned the goon’s foot to the floor, immobilizing him. Cat twisted her right foot and detached the spike from her shoe. She turned and delivered a palm strike to the goon’s nose, driving cartilage into his brain, killing him instantly. She drew her Walther PPK from her handbag and dropped the second goon with a suppressed .380 ACP round to the head.

      Morgan drew his assault baton from behind his back and struck the goon to his right on the left knee. The goon’s knee buckled immediately, and Morgan struck him in the temple rendering the man unconscious. The second goon, between coughs, tried to draw a weapon from under his track jacket. Morgan ran into him at a full run while driving his shoulder into the goon’s chest, like a football linebacker sacking a quarterback. The impact lifted the goon off his feet and drove him to the windows at the edge of the terrace. The goon hit a window which shattered on impact. Morgan kept pushing and stopped only when he felt the goon’s body roll off the terrace’s edge. He stood and smirked grimly at the now smashed window while the goon fell with a blood curdling scream. When Morgan heard the man hit something below them with a sickening crash, he turned and ran back to Cat and stopped short with what he saw.

      The two girls at the table were long gone. Jesko lay flat on the floor with Cat holding him by his white dress shirt in one hand and pointing her PPK at Jesko’s temple with the other. Cat sneered at the man under her as Morgan picked up the now expended briefcase.

      “Phone!” Cat shouted.

      Jesko pulled the phone from his jacket pocket.

      “Unlock it.”

      Jesko entered his PIN and handed it to Cat. She turned and passed it to Morgan.

      “Change the security settings.”

      “On it,” Morgan replied as he did so.

      Cat looked back down at Jesko. His eyes watered as he continued to cough. Cat released his shirt and stood back up. She watched with satisfaction as Jesko’s head hit the floor with a resounding crack. She smiled sweetly at the prostrate form before her.

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” she said.

      Cat flexed the toes of her left foot and another spike appeared from her left heel. She drove that spike into Jesko’s groin, twisted her foot, and released the spike while it pinned his genitals to the floor. Jesko screamed in pain until the spike’s neurotoxin, a specifically concentrated form of Tetrodotoxin extracted from the pufferfish, took hold. Jesko began to shake and drool uncontrollably. With Cat and Morgan standing over him, Jesko drew in one last, gurgling breath just before the toxin paralyzed his respiratory system.

      “Throw that in the Vistula, you wanker arsehole,” Cat said before kicking Jesko’s still drooling corpse.

      “You certainly have a way with words, my dear,” Morgan said.

      “Benefits of being the daughter of a Royal Marine, a very colorful vocabulary.”

      “Indeed, but we need to go before the local police arrive,” Morgan said pulling on Cat’s left arm.

      “Right,” she replied.

      The couple followed the last of the panicked crowd down the steps, though the ground floor, and out towards the parking lot. Morgan stopped at the valet stand with another 500 zloty note in hand. He found the valet from earlier and waved the note under the young man’s shell-shocked eyes. The valet appeared ready to vomit.

      “Grey Bentley Continental GT, please,” Morgan said.

      Instead of taking the money, the valet just pointed to the parking lot. Morgan looked to where the valet was pointing, and his eyes widened in shock.

      “Aw, hell no!” Morgan shouted.

      In the parking lot, the Bentley sat with its roof caved in and its windows shattered. Morgan saw the track suited leg of the goon he threw off the terrace earlier. He looked at the once opulent Grand Touring car, and one thought crossed his mind.

      Chop’s going to kill me.

      Cat joined Morgan in the parking lot and gasped in surprise and horror at the Bentley’s condition. Morgan gave her a wan smirk and dropped the fob on the ground.

      “Guess we won’t need this anymore.”

      Cat looked around the parking lot before taking Morgan by the hand.

      “Come on. I see our new ride.”

      Morgan followed her with a look of confusion. She stopped next to a gorgeous British racing green Jaguar F-Type R coupe. Morgan drew his assault baton and began to swing it towards the driver’s side window, but Cat stopped him in mid-swing by grabbing his wrist followed by a quick shake of her head. She began to rummage through her handbag. After a few moments, she pulled out something that resembled a large key fob and pressed a button. The fob, the latest from MI-6’s Science and Technology branch, sent the car thousands of possible codes that should, in theory, unlock any modern car door. In less than half a second, the fob found the correct code and the lights on the Jaguar’s aggressive front end flashed, a series of two beeps sounded, and the door handles popped away from the sides of the car. Cat grabbed the driver’s side handle and stood by the driver’s seat.

      “My turn to drive,” Cat said.

      “Okay, but I pick the music,” Morgan replied.

      Cat nodded and the couple climbed in the F-Type. They strapped into the seats, and Cat held the fob by the engine start/stop button. She pressed a second button on the fob and after a beep, pressed the button to start the engine. The Jaguar’s five liter, supercharged, 575 horsepower engine roared to life, and Cat put the car in gear and tore out of the club’s parking lot. The F-Type’s awesome exhaust note sounded off the surrounding buildings as she headed north along Mazowiecka Street, passing the Saxon Garden, known locally as the Ogród Saski, to her right. She then made a left hand turn onto the 629 highway and headed South West out of Warsaw. While heading out, they passed a string of police cars heading in the opposite direction with their lights and sirens blazing.

      “Looks like we got out just in time,” Cat said.

      “Quite, the last thing I want is to spend time in a Polish jail,” Morgan replied.

      As Cat drove, Morgan looked at the late Jesko’s phone. He noted several of the numbers on the phone’s call history then placed a call on his Galaxy to his ‘guy in the chair,’ Lloyd Decker. After a couple of rings, the other party picked up.

      ‘This is Lloyd,” Morgan heard.

      “This is Gargoyle! I am prepared to authenticate.”

      “Authenticate Lima Hotel Delta.”

      “I authenticate Whiskey Tango Foxtrot.”

      “Authentication accepted, what’s going on, Bob?”

      “Our meeting with Jesko went a bit sideways, and we’re on plan B. I need traces on the following numbers, and law enforcement sent to that location” Morgan said. He then rattled off the numbers from Jesko’s phone.

      “Got them, I’ll call back shortly.”

      “Thanks!”

      Morgan ended the call and relaxed in the Jaguar’s tan Windsor leather seat. He paired his phone with the car’s wireless Android Auto system. He scrolled through his music and stopped on a potential track to play.

      “Whitesnake?” Morgan asked.

      “Good call,” Cat replied.

      The voice of David Coverdale as he sang ‘Here I Go Again’ came from the Jaguar’s Meridian sound system. Cat looked over to her boyfriend.

      “Shall I climb out the car and writhe on the hood? We are in a Jaguar after all,” Cat asked with a smile.

      “Ooh, temping. But not tonight, my dear,” Morgan replied with a laugh.

      Morgan took a moment to catch his breath and look over to Cat, whose eyes were firmly on the road. Even after the tear gas, the fights, and the race out of town, she looked absolutely beautiful to him. He smirked to himself in admiration stopping only when his phone rang, the caller ID showing Decker’s number.

      “Go.”

      “Located the phones you asked me about. They’re gathered near the village of Slubice, along the German boarder.”

      Morgan smirked with satisfaction.

      “Good, Jesko didn’t have the time to warn his people and abort the transfer. Are our people in position?”

      “They are, and additional Bundespolizei officers are just minutes away.”

      “Outstanding. Since the operation went a bit off script, Cat and I are heading to our extraction point.”

      “Copy, please give Cat my regards.”

      “Will do, thanks Lloyd!”

      Morgan ended his call and turned to Cat.

      “It’s a good thing we had a backup plan. Jesko’s people and their cargo are heading right into the hands of our people and the German police.”

      “Excellent. Hopefully we can rescue those people and provide them the help they need.”

      “Indeed. If there is one thing I learned in the Navy, it’s always have a Plan B. By the way, all things considered, you look incredible.”

      Cat took a moment to examine her reflection in the rear-view mirror. She saw that her black wig was out of position, her make up smudged, and her purple dress torn and stained with who knows what. She shook her head at her boyfriend.

      “I do not! I look absolutely horrid.”

      “Well, there’s only one way to cure our disheveled appearance.”

      “Oh?”

      Morgan put on his best Austrian accent.

      “We need a vacation.”

      “Terminator?”

      “Terminator 2: Judgement Day.”

      The couple shared a laugh as the Jaguar streaked across the Polish countryside.

      

      Several hours later, and half a world away, Elyas bin Agus, better known as the Raj Hantu, stared incredulously at his phone and the message it contained. How could Jesko been so stupid? Now Hantu’s entire Eastern European human trafficking network has been eliminated, and his operatives either captured by the German police or, like that fool Jesko, dead. More time and money wasted. All at the hands of that bastard Morgan and his British bitch of a girlfriend. He closed his phone’s messaging app and place it inside his jacket pocket. He picked up his desk phone and pressed a button. A moment later, a female voice answered.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Is my guest here?”

      “Yes, sir. He is.”

      “Send him in.”

      Seconds later, the Raj’s door opened, and a tall, bald, African American man walked into the office. He used a piano black cane with a silver wolf’s head to assist him as he moved to the awaiting chair in front of the Raj’s desk. The Raj pointed to the chair, and the man took a seat.

      “I want Morgan dead,” the Raj began, dispensing with the normal pleasantries.

      “Yes, sir, but may I make a suggestion?”

      The Raj gave the man a gesture that said ‘go ahead.’

      “I know Bob Morgan, and I believe that with his skills, especially in the area of maritime operations, he may be more valuable to us alive and working with us in our upcoming mission. With your permission, I would like to try and bring him into the fold.”

      The Raj looked at the man while deep in thought. After a moment, he nodded his head.

      “Can you do it?”

      “Yes, Raj. I’ll start a surveillance package on him and members of his family, both past and present, and wait for the right opportunity. I know which of Morgan’s buttons to push. I’ll bring him in.”

      “Very well, you have one chance to do so. If he cooperates, induct him into the organization slowly just in case he’s playing a double game. If not, kill him. And I want that death to be slow and painful as punishment for what he’s cost this organization.”

      “It will be done, Raj Hantu. And his girlfriend, the English woman?”

      “As much as I want her dead, there is an issue within the organization that requires my personal attention, and I may have need of her in the short term. Meanwhile, use any Hantu assets you need to get this accomplished. I need not remind you that the clock is ticking.”

      ‘Yes, Raj. Bob Morgan will join us, or die.”
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        Tiendesitas Shopping Center,

        Pasig City,

        Manila,

        Philippines

        Four Months Later

      

      

      Julie Morgan (formerly Julie Catacutan-Mariano) strolled thought the brightly colored stalls of the Tiendesitas Villages. She moved through the shopping center’s twelve villages, each pavilion built in the Maranao-style architecture, which originated in the southern Philippines. She passed by the Fashion, Pets, and Garden villages and walked into Handicrafts village.

      She wandered around the aisles looking for some unique items to bring back to the States. She spent the past two months back in Manila to watch after her elderly father while her mother was in the Manila Doctors Hospital’s Cardiovascular Center after a triple-bypass operation. Since her mother returned home yesterday, Julie was free to pick up some gifts for her friends back in Virginia before her flight home the next day.

      Julie hadn’t been back to Manila since her fateful trip to the United States several years ago. She just finished her business degree at Manila Central University and accepted an invitation from her cousin, Lourdes, to visit her and her family in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Lourdes’ husband, Ron, was a U.S. Navy Hull Technician stationed on the destroyer U.S.S. Winston S. Churchill. On a beautiful June evening, Lourdes and Ron hosted a party for Ron’s division where she met the man who changed her life.

      

      Ulysses Cerezo looked into the Handicrafts village, looked at an image on his phone, and looked again.

      That’s her.

      Cerezo picked up his phone and spoke quickly.

      “Siya yun. Gumalaw.” (It’s her. Move.)

      Cerezo walked quickly into the shopping village, twisting a ring on his left hand. He moved behind the woman and pretended to trip over her shopping basket. He grabbed her left arm with his left hand as he fell forward.

      “Ay, pasensya na,” (Oh, excuse me), Cerezo said in Tagalog.

      “Ayos lang. Kasalanan ko kung bakit hindi malinis ang aisle,” (It’s okay. My fault for not keeping the aisle clear), the woman replied.

      Cerezo moved away from the woman, rounded the corner, and waited.

      Julie didn’t see the man before he tripped over her. She felt something sharp prick her left arm as the man grabbed her to regain his balance. After exchanging apologies, she continued shopping. A few moments later, she began to feel ill. Before she knew what was happening, her vision blurred and collapsed on the floor.
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