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Chapter 1

“Going to California...”


“Seek comfort in the warmth of the morality of your choosing.  Not in the depravity and fear of lost causes.   

In which you should turn away  ...before it sees you, as well.”
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Throughout human history, we have debated the impossibility of knowing what is in another’s heart. Yet, with what I’m told can be an infuriatingly perceptive and inquisitive nature, featuring my skills of observation, I find it necessary to point out that there are times when I am more aware of what is absent, which can be problematic if you refuse to consider a “void” or “absence” of empathetic reason as no more proof than it is evident. 

However, apathetic psychopathy is sometimes seen as an oddity, like a trigger or tick in our perceptual interactions. But in this paradigm, schedules, patterns, and unlikely changes can upset such a fragile illusion of normality, not unlike this one-sided version of a debate.

Even so, my line of work often requires a formal introduction to a likely type of person, such as the “remorseful” for what they have done, relieved of no longer having to carry such a weight on their shoulders, or the subsequent “masterminds” filled only with the regret of being caught and of not starting sooner.


—  FBI Special Agent Amare Dumisuni (That’s Dooh-Mah-Sueh-knee)



Evil is but the miscreant of opportunism, despite the requirements of companionship to perform its bidding and victims to inflict its misery. Offering its sinister yet influential brand of encouragement to three disheveled men sharing a communal passenger bench seat, headed toward a destination where moral indifference and a scarcity of decorum had long since been discarded.

Dave is the sullen leader with a most detestable vibe about him. Conceivably, he has been suffering from a permanent case of road rage. A condition conveyed always, exhibited in short flurries of utter violence and profanities, which he feels compelled to share at will. Such unwarranted outbursts leave the impression he suffers from a rare and ever-convenient form of Tourette’s, despite not being afflicted at all, doing his best to ensure those with are far more congenial than he.

This is a day when he is a little more unruly than usual, driving ever closer to their expected destination, which is now just a day away. Although resentfully, it is Dave who realizes an earlier trade is becoming more imminent than originally scheduled, as he noticed some time ago, there would be no late-night fix. With doubts of their time frame now in question, his grip reveals the anxiety and angst he grapples with, alternating between a stranglehold of white knuckles and the less perturbed “10 and 2” methodology any driver's ed student ever so proudly displays.

His frustration intensifies in the sounds of the vindictively catchy song he lip-syncs along to. Capturing its tenacious, angry tone, he issues a most stern warning toward his imagined target with his pointer finger now shouldering such an oppressive burden weighing on his sanity, that might have been a little too much to ask of the steering wheel-turned-stress ball, offering him little relief. His concise and thrashing interpretation of “Loose” by the Stooges plays loudly in the main compartment of the old white delivery van, adorned with rust holes and covered in the dirt of the thousand-plus-mile journey used in transport of unmentioned goods.

Relied on for a willingness and ability to fulfill absurd requests, they are not known for their proficiencies, though they are considered dependable enough. Cautiously, they head south at the posted speed limit on the busy 405 Freeway, on the lookout for the 101 interchange, leading them to the Mediator’s warehouse, eagerly anticipating the Auctioneer’s money upon their arrival, traveling further from the salvation they were in most desperate need of.

Then again, with an insatiable appetite for heroin as their supply runs close to empty earlier than expected, to combat an amplified anxiety that required a bit more in the needle than usual, taken a little more often than customary, now one dose short of empty, with nothing to tide them over until sometime after drop-off. It’s easy to see how this could upset an addict's pre-determined arrangement.

In retrospect, it should not be shocking that they find themselves in such a predicament, as devotees of a staunch daily regimen of inebriation precluding any thoughts of sobriety, fully aware of the consequences of testing their preordained fate to some degree, with the conviction of another day on the road as reason for more abuse on their bodies and what little is left of their minds.

To put it simply, they were about to crash; no drugs and no money would soon mean withdrawal, and for followers of a philosophy absent of restraint, short of intention and not surprisingly lacking common sense, tomorrow would bring no reunion of practicality for individuals who suffer spastic tremors and wake in vomit-stained shirts.  Only those in the know could fathom its design... that infamous “dragon” they feverishly chase, when really, they have an innate fondness for that ever-famous flame retardant, better known as shit.

Almost assuredly, a lapse in this repetition would soon be followed by an assortment of troubles among three zombies appearing as men, and that most feared demon edging closer to the surface that would not leave until it had consumed their souls for a lack of obedience. It would be an impatient sermon to void their contractual agreement, written too long ago, with the needle in the vein, likely unraveling their façade.

They live where other transients wouldn’t, in the places no longer included on a city map, on the way to an old, forgotten neighborhood you would never wish to stumble upon. No matter how close these three were to the last stop on their expedition, they would always be on an off-ramp from decency. Certain, a fate sealed with a hopeful overdose, granting each time served, where at the gates of Hell, even Satan would consider their long-confirmed reservations, lost. 

Though for now, their other thoughts were of  “happy endings” without the obstacles of imagining what she might have looked like twenty years ago, with a few more teeth and a bit less weight, eons before she started accessorizing in tube tops and hot pants from the corner thrift shop of fashion faux pas.

Imagine a back street prostitute featuring leopard prints with bright pastels, before a world where Viagra changed the profession forever, and brave regulars never needed an appointment as foreplay came in the practice of a good barter for a 2 for 1 discount, pointing further away from the simple compassion and dignity we should all expect of each other.

Much of the drive is observed with useless, incoherent banter and thoughts strung together, doused in whatever imagery occupied the aimless and ever-stranger metaphors they find amusing. Yet the stakes are too high just to be an aimless road trip in pursuit of good times, intent on having its way with everything that crosses its path, resembling that of a spring break long ago.

Ever visible is the growing strain on their faces, with limited reason reaching its bounds. It is Dave growing more problematic at the prospect of a night fast approaching without their evening fix, as each man, lost in his own thoughts, keeps mostly to himself until it is necessary to converse in the hopes that it will be light and agreeable.

Lester, who normally sits shotgun since he is the largest of the three men, is big and strong, not all that bright, but more reasonable and usually the calmest of the trio. He likes to lean his head out of the passenger side window to feel the sensation as the breeze passes him by and finds this the opportune moment to take a breather from the stale, musty odors that fill the compartment. With the wind in his face, his thoughts drift to a world of imagined possibilities once at journey's end for a trip that could not have started out worse.

Taking a drink that comes up empty, he discards the bottle of beer out of the window in disgust, since it was the last one, watching it bounce a few times before rolling to a stop next to the mounting piles of trash along the roadside, gathered around the other empty “messages in the bottle” left by previous travelers, feeling no different about the landscape than he does in an area notable only by the number on the mile marker sign it represents.

He sees where the bottle came to rest as ironic, which for Lester is an irony in itself, as he is a man who probably cannot spell the word, let alone use it in a sentence. Nevertheless, it did come to a stop directly under the Kiwanis Club sponsorship sign that accepted the commitment to clean, although appearances indicate the Club’s obvious lack of planning, concern, or effort.

“Did you see that?” Lester amusingly asks the others sharing in the excursion, only to discover they are lost in their own altered states, missing his point entirely.

Ignatius, whose parents obviously had high hopes for him as a child that have long since faded away, goes by the nickname “Iggy” and sits in the middle. He is the third wheel that always rounds out the lot. He's noticeably the oldest and the oddest man of this touring freak show. It is common for him to go for hours or even days without muttering a word, and sometimes it is hard to tell if he’s thinking or in an evil, Zen-like state.

He seems to hold onto his synonyms, verbs, and nouns as if they were the most prized morsels of knowledge he uses sparingly, waiting for the most unusual moments to utter his unique brand of enlightenment although his true value comes as the unexpected voice of reason in moments when even Lester is unable to reach Dave, but in a way that is the opposite of calming and has served well on occasion.

All that said, Iggy’s behavior can be as sporadic at times as a three-year-old let loose in the middle of a candy store without proper supervision, while his “hippy-esque” aura seems absent the “peace and love” part. He, like Lester, follows orders well and does his best not to clash with Dave. But most in common with the other two men is a motivation for money and a hunger every bit as ravenous as an appetite or craving that helps to ease the conscience, easily corrupted with thoughts of their spoils that keeps this ragtag group of misfits together most of all, aside from an unspoken fear that only such enthusiasts of their dominion would know.

Dave’s internal clock detects an imminent potential conflict with their preplanned business, as it might come too late to deter its descent. At that time, the human body begins to show its telltale signs of a most unreasonable countdown once need and desire become far too aware of the "edaciously" relentless urge of impending torment, threatening and a willingness to offer one’s soul in exchange for pledging your faith once again to the deceitful god contained within the eye of the needle in trade for that indispensable elixir of instant gratification.

Luckily, they find a trifecta location to refuel the van, their addiction, and, if the craving pleases, hunger could be satisfied within walking distance, separated by a parking lot with a gas station on one side and a diner on the other. Dave pays the gas station attendant, and Lester pumps the gas to save time. Then the van parks in the middle of the parking lot, ensuring it is far enough away from either business or prying eyes.

A bead of cold sweat appears on each man's forehead, dry, frothy mouth as the craving ensues. Dave eagerly readies the spoonful over the Sterno fire, while Iggy and Lester do their best to patiently wait their turns. Filling the needle with blood to mix with the smack rewards him. That pinch of reassurance burns as it enters the vein, causing hunger to retreat, its soothing presence infused in the blood, soon trailed by obscurity as time stands still in the luxury of nothingness, exchanging shame for transcendent obedience in a dark testament of conviction, until it wears off, even with the approaching condemnation as daylight re-emerges and reality nears.

Looking every bit the road-weary but goal close at hand, their bodies, on autopilot, make it inside the diner, sitting in a corner booth near the front door, should a hasty exit be needed. Relaxing as best three junkies can, they witness the late afternoon sun’s glare reflecting off the diner’s windows onto the front windshield of their parked vehicle, watched from the comforts of air conditioning, with the knowledge that their only obligation left is to make it another day without incident, to unload their merchandise much like any other haulers on a late lunch or early dinner, keeping to a specific timetable.

That ray of light reflective on the van's windshield sought to make a most unsightly example of unpleasantness in the otherwise blanket of darkness of the rear compartment that keeps its gagged, restrained, valuable, and sensory-deprived cargo uncertain of exactly how long they have been traveling, trapped in the windowless portion of a rather inconspicuous-looking delivery van teeming with a captive audience of underage girls being transported across several state lines.

Modest and unassuming terms aside, it is clear why these three men were given the explicit title of collectors by mediators, traders, and masters alike, who consider the responsibility of hunting and gathering essential to the success of their business, but contracted out to those considered nothing more than “low-life minions” providing supply for the demand in the shameful, dark, secretive nature of cruelty, defined by this black market network of the sex trade filled with the extreme paranoia of anonymity.

The girls were known as missing by family, friends, and law enforcement. Their fate in captivity is tied to the hands of shortsighted individuals who handle them like nothing more than livestock, referring to them as goods to be purchased at the current market rate. Abducted on their way home from school, the mall, or snatched right off the streets in the very neighborhoods in which they live, they are now en route to be supplied as the bruised and battered goods of underage sex trafficking.

Each girl was specifically chosen for her embodiment of a perfect mix of youthful, angelic beauty and a projected essence of purity. They sit clueless and fearful of what will come next, filled with the fresh emotional trauma of being robbed of their freedom and soon their innocence, now in their fifth or sixth day of confinement in a hot and humid cabin, congested with the other sweaty, hungry, dehydrated girls.

They are yet to be molded by the Auctioneers into the pretty, lifelike dolls devoid of character and filled with obedience, except for the special request of a master looking to break his newest possession’s spirit himself. Otherwise, it will be the first part of a crash course lesson at the hands of the collectors, an initiation that would transform them into the highly valued, sought-after goods of their “would-be” masters, eager to pay once in the auctioneer's possession. That trade is scheduled for less than twenty-four hours from now.

It was just in time to clean them up and parade them in front of the hungry, wanting eyes... where for the wealthy and powerful degenerates, membership had its inhumane privileges. So far, there have not been many surprises for the collectors, veterans of a less-than-honest line of work. Simply sticking to the plan has worked in the past. Nevertheless, they have become far too complacent and a great deal sloppier than in previous efforts. Their lifestyle of shortcuts and inattentiveness eclipses the ever-fleeting moments of sobriety, leaving a trail of violence and debauchery along the way.

From the moment their orders arrive at the table, the three men begin devouring their food like a pack of wild dogs finishing off their fresh kill, still covered in the smears of their banquet. They only halt amid bouts of chain smoking and gallons of coffee, which they drink like water, heavily sweetened with so much sugar that even a nest full of hungry ants would find it appalling. The waitress’s stomach turns in disgust at the mere thought, making her teeth ache. But she is not quite as shocked as the unlucky neighbors sitting one booth over as Lester rudely reaches for the adjacent, occupied table’s sugar dispenser without getting up or bothering to ask, sometime after his third refill arrives.

Even with the apparent nervous tremors they suffer from long before they take their first sip, they give no cause for concern. Evidently, caffeine is not the gateway drug they fear, nor will cutting back on their intake for health reasons be something a lifelong junkie ponders, as I would imagine. It is anything but a graceful display of manners for men deficient in even the minimum of common social graces, demonstrated in the way they ingest their food without the needless effort of chewing.

Their meal is interrupted by loud, obnoxious chatter laced with vulgarities better suited for privacy, spoken amidst the spittle of food in every other word. They discuss the prostitutes and plans to conquer them, describing particular interests in activities too revolting to elaborate on and the high times that are certain to follow the receipt of each man’s slice of the money upon delivery of the young girls they consider nothing more than means to their financial ends.

The waitress soon returns with the check in hand, none too pleased with the patrons sitting in her section, hoping they might catch the not-so-subtle hint of her less-than-pleasant demeanor, as she is far too familiar with the look of men who are obviously up to no good. Dave ignorantly speaks up,

“Oh shit, I forgot that we’re gonna need five, no six burgers for the road, honey,” a term she finds even less endearing coming from his mouth.

“Can you add that to our bill? Thanks,” Dave asks, to her further displeasure, meaning they will be staying longer.

She quickly makes the correction, adding it to the bill. “Hey Artie, I need six burgers to go, soon... hopefully?” she announces the new order to the cook through the kitchen window, further hinting at her wish for their departure, which could not come soon enough.

A few minutes later, she returns with a bag filled with hamburgers, placing it at the very front of the table along with the check, doing her best to keep her physical contact and conversation to a minimum before walking away, while noticing that the most boisterous of the men, Dave, thinks he can impress her with a twenty-dollar bill.

“Keep the change, honey,” Dave tells her with a wink, causing the waitress to flinch as her stomach turns at the thought, almost overshadowing her irritation at the second and last time he has referred to her as such, examining what he thinks is a generous three-dollar tip that might somehow help her overlook his dirty, grungy exterior, giving her a sarcastic smile in return.

Dressed in an unlaundered yellow tank top, the same color as the few teeth he still has left, it’s obvious it has been worn several days in a row, covered in various types of stains better left unknown. Covering his unwashed hair was an old baseball cap, once white, but now a similar shade to the sweat stain featured on the front like a logo. That said, nothing could have prepared her for the offensive, lingering smell of body odor one acquires from days without bathing.

Thanking them in a discourteous manner, the waitress hurries along, turning her attention to another table. Chuffed by her averted manner and lack of interest, Dave gets up from the table to leave.

“Stuck-upbitch!” he says out loud on his way out the door, positive she heard him. His partners follow closely behind as they make their way back to the van, strategically parked several aisles back from the front door, if only to ensure that no other passing patrons would hear the muffled cries of the girls taken in bondage.

Approaching the van with the smell of hot burgers was meant to reward the adolescent girls for good behavior. In Dave’s experience, he knows the girls are likely to be less trouble if they are hungry, so starvation is a tool he uses often to break their captive audience’s resistance quickly, as they are fed on average once per day or their food is withheld as punishment for the few that do not do as they are told.

His familiarity with such mistreatment is something he understands from his days as a boy, as his parents used hunger and dark closets to make him obey. This would later influence the malevolent, sadistic, and cruel man he is now. He seems to take as much pleasure from his chosen profession as he does in tormenting the defenseless or witnessing the anguish of others, but then “God-fearing Christians” don’t exactly take up such a line of work, viewing other human beings as cattle and showing such disregard for little girls as young as twelve... do they?

The other two men take their fortified positions while Dave opens the rear access door, with Lester standing a few steps behind him to prevent a sudden attempted escape. Iggy holds the bag while the girls cover their eyes or turn away from the sudden exposure to the blinding sunlight. Understandably, they need a few seconds for their eyes to adjust, blinking profusely from the temporary side effects of captivity in the dark confinement.

Ranging from ages as old as sixteen to as young as twelve years, they will soon be forced to become the servants of someone else’s perversions, defined by the sick cravings of those who would buy another human being. Often, it goes overlooked in the cases of child abductions. Traveling into the night (for a few of the girls, a trip now into its fourth or fifth day) with the same vague and ever-fleeting hope of who might save them? Escaping their minds.

Dave reaches his hand into the bag, retrieving a burger to beguile the girls, presuming he could bribe one to give a “blow job” to help relieve his tension. Confident, he steps into the van.

“Who is willing to be a good girl and work for her meal?” he asks the nervous, frightened girls wanting nothing to do with him or his plan, avoiding eye contact in the fading hopes he won’t pick them.

He scans his imprisoned audience until he finds his latest victim, the sixteen-year-old with a fiery attitude. She was grabbed on her way home from school only a day earlier, still filled with the fight and spirit to deny his lewd advances. If only looks could harm another, she sneers back with unmistakable contempt. Figuring that breaking her spirit might make him feel better about his current situation,

He crudely asks, “Wanna please daddy, new girl?” not really meaning it as a question but more as a command. Standing over her and unzipping his pants, he begins rubbing himself through his underwear.

“Don’t touch me!” she screams in disgust, turning away even as she trembles in her hungry state. “You’re a disgusting pig! I’d rather starve than do anything for you,” the girl yells defiantly.

“So, you’d better kill me right now!” she tells him, desperate to discourage his intentions.

Grabbing her head, she fights in vain to get loose, spitting in Dave’s face, her resentment clear and perhaps a last defiant act in the face of her captor.

Responding by grabbing her hair, he begins to angrily slap her face with the open palm of his hand. “You belong to me now!” he exclaims as she shakes her head to get loose from his grip. “Better do what I say, or you’ll regret it, you little cunt!” Dave yells at her, losing his temper and forgetting that he is not supposed to leave anything other than red marks on her face that will fade rather quickly, focusing on trying to pull her face closer to his pants.

Still resistant, Dave pulls her hair tighter, turning his hand over to give her the proper motivation as he is losing patience, wishing to impose his will upon her and the others one swat at a time. “You think a little bitch like you is important?” he demanded, swatting her again. “Don’t pretend that you’ve never sucked a dick before, you little whore!” He pushed on her head with his weight behind her.

“Let me go!” she screams.

It is only when the marks begin to show more permanence, thus the potential for bruising, that she is still unwilling to let him have his way with her no matter the cost, when Dave issues a final warning. “Shut up! If you don’t do what I tell you, you will starve to death!”

He raises his hand with a clenched fist to punch her when Lester pulls him from the van, turning him away from the door. Being restrained for an angry man like Dave is a hindrance to his out-of-control nature and something to which he responds rebelliously with a violent reaction.

Lester, fully aware of Dave’s control issues, holds on to him tightly to guarantee he will not respond beyond his usual verbal threats. “What the fuck, Lester?” Dave yells.

Calmly and quietly, Lester explains his intentions, whispering so that Dave will need to concentrate on the words, causing him to disarm and listen for the moment before Les lets him go.

“Get your fucking hands off of me!” an outraged Dave commands Lester, pulling out the knife he has hidden in the hanging pouch attached to his belt and pointing the blade in a threatening manner at Lester to show his resentment for handling him. Nevertheless, Lester is effective in calming Dave enough to think before acting.

“Okay, Dave, okay. But look, you know that if any of the girls are damaged, they are worthless to us, and we don’t get paid,” Lester explains while attempting to appeal to Dave’s only rationality: money.

“Don’t you ever fucking grab me again or I’ll fucking cut your heart out!” Dave warns, waving his knife at Lester. “Fuck you! No one handles me!” he says before walking away to calm himself.

Dave is becoming more mentally unstable by the day, prone to quick outbursts of anger and violence, most likely a result of continued drug abuse, as his body and mind are starting to show the wear and tear of his habit. He is short in stature, though his Napoleonic complex affords him liberties that the two other men avoidantly accept, fearful of his wrath rather than challenging him.

After being subjected to the darker, reckless side of Dave, Lester and Iggy grow increasingly concerned about a familiar yet unsettling version of the man they both know will get them caught or worse, recalling only a few days earlier when his rage took center stage. “The clock of sanity is ticking; it is only a matter of time before Dave goes ballistic without another fix soon,” they think, frightened with each demonstration, knowing what happened only days ago, watching in horror.

As Dave’s anger spiraled out of control while drinking a beer, what began as a simple skirmish in a shabby bar escalated from a misdirected look across the room, where two men offended by each other’s dismissive glance turned physical. Dave took a punch from his much larger challenger, confident that the smaller man would be no match, before swiftly beating him within an inch of his life.

There was a moment when everyone watched and did nothing before Lester finally intervened, pulling Dave from on top of the unconscious, bleeding wreckage of the man. His challenger, brutally beaten, lay in a pool of blood, his face so bruised and swollen that he was unrecognizable. Spectators crowded closely around, gawking in disbelief, as most had never seen such a display of ephemeral viciousness, uncertain whether the man was alive or dead.

The clash of the classless ended almost as quickly as it started, unfortunately not soon enough for the challenger of questionable character and poor judgment, who incorrectly sized up a smaller man, failing to consider his mammoth psychosis. Convinced the little man was to be his next victim, he was unprepared for the reality of becoming another victim of Dave’s madness.

Rushing out of the back door, Lester threw an irrational Dave into the parked van waiting. Iggy quickly drove away to the sounds of approaching sirens, swearing at Dave throughout the next several miles for an incident that almost brought unwanted attention from the police, who arrived a moment too late to arrest him for aggravated assault and battery, just three days into their rash of serial abductions. Dave had held his psychosis together for four days until his lewd encounter moments ago, and it was now clear their survival would depend on how rapidly they completed their contract and moved on.

After finishing his walk, he returned to the driver’s side of the van, away from everyone. Dave realized he was starting to feel the comedown; though it would be a while, it wasn’t far enough to curb his anxieties from creeping in. Compelled never to repeat withdrawal again, especially with Lester and Iggy in his company, he didn’t wish to experience it once more. “I would rather be dead than go without my fix, man!” Dave muttered angrily.

All the men understood sanity was ticking away, and it was only a matter of time before Dave went ballistic again, but maybe all three of them might manage, without the annoyance of another fix. Iggy took a moment during Dave’s short absence to tend to the girls, pleading with them not to make the trip any more difficult than it already was. He handed each of them a burger and rushed them to eat quickly before giving them each a drink of water from the single-gallon container, leaving the door slightly open for a moment longer while they quickly ate, as if it had been weeks, and for a few of them, longer than a day.

After they quickly finished their food, the youngest girl, only twelve, said between tears, “I have to go to the bathroom.” The other girls echoed, “Me too.” The two men knew they couldn’t escort the girls to use a public bathroom for fear of discovery. “You’ll have to wait a few minutes until we find a spot for you,” the man instructed, shutting the door and walking over to Lester. “Man, I thought he was going to kill her. We’ve got to drop these girls off and get paid before he loses it and we get caught.”

A few minutes later, Dave returned, recognizing that he was growing more agitated with each passing moment, with little comfort in the knowledge they were running short on cash and the reminder of their supply being gone with their last fix behind them. In his mind, he saw forcing the Auctioneer to accept delivery a day earlier than scheduled for the money owed as a far better choice than spending a tough night and an even worse morning without feeding that endless craving, more terrifying than worrying about upsetting any mediator or auctioneer. Sooner was a better fate than later.

“Let’s get going! We can be in the valley just as it gets dark, and we’ll tell them they need to accept the delivery early. Now get in!” Dave told the other men as he started the van. They got back on the main road that led to the highway.

“Oh yeah, the girls have to use the bathroom,” Lester reminded Dave.

“God dammit!” Dave yelled. “We should make those little whores hold it until we drop them off!” he complained.

“They have to look somewhat attractive, and smelling like piss and shit won’t go over too well with the Auctioneers,” Lester reminded him.

“Fine, we’ll pull over here and just watch for coyotes and snakes,” Dave instructed as the van pulled over to an area just off the main road. “Let them out and hurry them up!” he commanded.

As the side door opened, Dave spoke loud enough for the girls to hear his instructions. “All right!” he yelled. “You’ve got a couple of minutes to do your business over there,” he said, pointing to the bare field about twenty yards away.

“If you try to run, I’m not gonna chase you,” Dave warned, “because the coyotes and rattlesnakes will probably get you before nightfall.” Iggy unlocked the keys to their chains, and the girls ran out to relieve themselves before shortly returning to be chained once again to the floor of the van, taking them further away from their homes into the dark cage of their captors.

About an hour later, the van pulled off the highway into the valley at a payphone outside a local mini-mart to call the Mediator. The phone rang for a long while as Dave waited for an answer.

“Hello?” a quiet voice answered on the other end.

“Hey, where the fuck have you been? I let it ring a hundred times!” Dave yelled into the phone.

“It’s the collector, by the way,” Dave said.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s been crazy here; we're filming late. What’s up?” The man on the other end explained.

“I’m

in town a day early to drop off the package,” Dave further explained.

“What?” the surprised voice on the other end asked. “We have a schedule to keep. I can’t take them now,” the voice pleaded in refusal.

“I can’t hold them another day. I gotta unload them tonight," Dave implored.

“All right, that means I’ll have to contact the Auctioneer earlier than expected, and you know it’s not good when they aren’t pleased,” the man on the other end explained, giving Dave a moment to reconsider before the potential consequences came into play.

The relationship between the auctioneer and collectors wasn’t exactly cozy, as the last time there was a problem, a different group of collectors sought to renegotiate terms in person and disrespected the auctioneer by delivering an unsatisfactory assortment of girls, beaten and abused. During this meeting, which overlapped with Dave, Lester, and Iggy’s delivery, the boss stated, “It seems we are at an impasse.” Security then shot the two other collectors in the head.

“Labor and management disputes sometimes end badly,” she said dispassionately.

“You three, your van is empty. Clean this mess up and get out,” she ordered, before requiring Dave and his crew to discard the bodies, ending the stalemate.

“Are you sure?” the man asked once again.

Dave, silent for a few seconds in thought, considered his need for another fix, weighing that against the wrath of the auctioneer. “Yes.”

“Alright man. Give me your number and stay by the phone. I’ll call you after I talk to them. Got it?” the man on the other end of the line sternly advised before hanging up.

“Yeah, I got it. Just hurry the hell up,” Dave told him.

Dave slammed the phone down as he started to feel anxiety taking hold, growing more impatient by the moment. On the other end of the line was a man named Max Seidler, a Los Angeles pornographer, also known to his business partners as the mediator, who called in his assistant and began to explain...

“Hey, I’ve got to handle something and may have to leave unexpectedly, so get everyone together and film the next scene, just like we talked about. If I do leave or am not back yet, shoot the last scene too, and I’ll leave the payroll sheet here so you can pay everyone as agreed. Get them out of here and keep $400 for yourself.” The assistant listens intently to his boss’s instructions, taking meticulous notes while nodding in agreement with each item as Max continues.

“Just leave me the film, and I’ll do the editing once I get back. Don’t forget to lock up when you leave.”

“I’ll take care of it, Max,” his assistant says before returning to the rear of the warehouse to continue the shoot.

Max goes into the drawer of his desk and pulls out his little black book to call the Auctioneer and inform him of the situation. Already displeased with Max for other reasons, it was a call he really did not wish to make. The voice on the other end speaks with a heavy Russian accent.

“Hello?” the voice inquires.

“Yeah, this is the mediator. The delivery has been moved up to tonight, and the collectors will require payment,”

Max nervously informs him, waiting for the response he hopes will be accepting of the change, as the person known as the Auctioneer isn’t one for others changing terms without approval.

“Our delivery date is Saturday, not tonight! Tell them we won’t accept the package any earlier,” the Auctioneer insists.

“Hey, these guys are early, and I wouldn’t trust them to drive around with your cargo for two days in L.A., would you?” Max nervously pleads. “No, man, the delivery needs to be tonight,” he strongly replies.

“Then you can care for them until our target date,” the Auctioneer suggests.

“Are you kidding me?” Max responds sarcastically. “I am just the mediator. Besides, I’ve got a full crew here filming, and all I need is for them to be on-site and the cops to have a reason to raid the warehouse, and then we are all doing major federal time. No thanks!” Max clarifies in a panicked voice.

“Relax, Max,” the Auctioneer comforts him. “Alright, you come with them to the estate. Do you remember how to get here?” the Auctioneer asks.

“Yeah, they’ll follow my car, and we can be there in about 45 minutes," Max explains, feeling better about the situation.

“Good, I will instruct security at the front gate to expect you and a van making a delivery, and we’ll put the package to good use... a sort of preview of the goods before the auction, so everything will work out,” the Auctioneer calmly explains before hanging up the phone.

Max, still nervous, dials the number Dave gave him. The phone booth starts ringing in front of the mini-mart, where Dave is waiting impatiently in the van parked next to it.

Finally, Dave anxiously answers the phone, “What took so long?”

“Relax, the auctioneer wasn’t happy, but they will accept the package tonight, so just drive over to my warehouse; you’ll follow me to the Auctioneer,” Max explains.

“Why do we have to follow you?” Dave interrupts to ask. “Why can’t we just drop the package off at your warehouse?”

“Because you’re a day early, and I’m in the middle of a shoot, so everyone will see you guys and what you are delivering. Besides, I don’t have your money; they will receive your delivery and pay you on-site. So just hurry up and don’t come in; stay in the van. I’ll see you when you pull up,” Max, exasperated, explains the situation to Dave.

Dave hangs up, walks back, and starts up the van. “We’re headed over to the warehouse near the industrial section of town,” he says, driving away.

They arrive at a retired area of old, dilapidated, empty warehouses off a main road, only minutes from the highway. The eyesores of neglect, now of questionable use, are located deep within the notorious outskirts and are disgracefully acknowledged as the unwanted part of “the valley.” A place bringing comfort to the three men, who feel most at home around such surroundings, still known as Los Angeles County.

Following the narrow, barely lit road leading to Max’s warehouse, they enter the parking lot. Sure enough, Max is waving them down next to his BMW, just as he said he would be. As the van pulls up to Max’s car, he walks up to the driver’s side window and instructs Dave.

“Follow me, and once we are there, let me do all the talking, okay? They are very testy, and I do not want to make this situation worse than it already is, alright?” Max diplomatically reminds them before getting back into his car.

With the collectors following Max, he takes little comfort in a forced face-to-face meeting at the residence of the auctioneer, as his neutral warehouse, located in the quietest area of San Fernando, or Porn Valley, as it was known could offer a safe, nameless, faceless place to make the sordid fantasy of adult films and other sordid activities in plain sight, which included involvement in the transport and sale of human trafficking, all while in complete anonymity. Now, his uneasiness questioned the risk of being the go-between to idiots and sociopaths, putting his life under imminent threat, leaving things far beyond his control.

Leading the way back onto the highway, they traveled only nine exits before reaching a fork in the road. Going right and taking a short drive down a private access road, they stopped at a guard gate. Max rolled down his window and talked to one of the heavily armed private security guards, who wore an assault rifle over his shoulder and a gun holstered to his waist.

After lifting the gate and waving them through, two minutes later, they reached another security checkpoint with a set of much bigger, more intense men, featuring double the security detail, who ordered all parties to exit while the men were searched, except for explicit instructions from the auctioneer not to search the back of the van, as Max and the collectors were all patted down for weapons and finally given the okay.

Two all-terrain trucks drove up, and from the passenger side, a deep voice with a heavy Russian accent said, “You will follow me.”

As Max and Dave’s crew quickly got back in their vehicles, they followed the first truck, while a second truck, featuring a .50 caliber rifle mounted on the back, followed behind them. While it seemed like a military escort, it was a show of force—an intimidating trip that could be their last stop if it went badly. The lead truck stopped, and everything was cloaked in darkness except for the headlights.

For a moment, Max feared he was to be the guest of honor at his execution, and a beam of flashlights pointed in their direction, along with the visible glow of a cherry from a lit cigar that appeared to be coming closer, didn’t comfort the four men in the least. Counting the moments as they feared the worst, the property’s surrounding house lights came on, revealing more security as a voice stepping out of the darkness signaled Max to approach. 

The collectors stood nervously, convinced they were in the presence of the auctioneer, fearful that this was where they were going to die. Dave, already in panic mode and needing a fix to calm him, could not stop shaking but kept quiet for as long as he could.

“Sorry for the dramatic entrance. The electrician blew the breaker today, and under the threat of physical harm and a criminal hourly rate, he just got the lights back up,” the voice explained.

All four men exhaled a sigh of relief, witnessing the elevated silhouette of a man smoking a cigar and standing next to what was most certainly the silhouette of an amazing woman standing on the deck above the grounds. The two spoke in Russian with the head of security before finally inviting Max to join them for a conversation in English.

Security walked over to the open side door of the van with flashlights, inspecting as the girls were released from their chains attached to the floorboard and seats, allowed to exit. “Clear!” security loudly stated. Ordered to line up, the woman walked over to inspect each girl for wear and tear, finding them frazzled and tired, still in shock from their abduction, and scared.

“Jesus, Yuri!” the woman exclaimed while walking out of the shadows in a summer dress, a belt, and matching Louis Vuitton high heels. Confident as if she jumped off the cover of Vogue Magazine, her dark, flowing long hair and colorful, well-manicured nails shone in the light. The late twenty-something woman had all the beauty and grace of a European model, now a high-class madame, likely to be the auctioneer’s girlfriend by appearance. Except you would be wrong and probably dead for making such assumptions.

“These girls haven’t showered in days! They look barely fed and dehydrated!” she complained in disgust.

Turning toward Max, she angrily clarified her intentions: “I don’t want the girls to be delivered looking as if they’re homeless, dirty, and starving when they arrive. You should deliver them as if their condition depends on receiving your payment. Clean, fed, and ready to play dress-up to attend a party from now on!”

“Understand?” she demanded.

“Yes, I do,” Max answered. “But they delivered them early; I am only the mediator.” He blamed the girls’ state on his counterparts, the collectors.

Turning her attention to Dave and his crew. “The next time you treat the girls this way, our deal is off!” she yelled. “I will take the girls off your hands and deal with the three of you!”

In case it wasn’t clear, she was the auctioneer, and she offered the carrot with a heavy hand because you did not want the stick.

“Do you understand? Or shall I make an example out of one of you tonight? You pigs!” Furious and loud enough to make her dire warning clear to all four men, they had already witnessed her version of Russian diplomacy in what some might call a dispute; she felt it was a resolution with the previous collector. As mentioned before, this version of a bitter carrot was far more palatable than that of a bullet-ridden stick, ensuring no more examples were necessary tonight.

“Yuri, pay these filthy men and get them off the property before our guests arrive and see them,” she commanded while her assistant directed the girls to follow her into the guest quarters where they could clean up. The man complied by stepping forward, alternating his words in Russian and English once again.

“I am only here to meet the dignitaries, and yet you order me around like I work for you. You are so impatient, like Sasha... I will finish dealing with them.” Yuri paid the mediator and collectors as instructed. As the angry woman waved her hand dismissively, she and her assistant turned their attention to the girls.

“She is in a mood tonight. I would leave now. Security will escort you off the property,” Yuri

warned.

The man issuing instructions and payment for the delivery is no pimp, simply providing a secure location for a business transaction on behalf of his lovely business partner before his party that evening. Long before Yuri Antonovich changed his profession and his allegiance to the weapons trade out of the East and found it profitable to support some of the bloodiest civil wars on the African continent, he was a former commanding general of the Soviet Army in Afghanistan, now an expatriate and soldier of fortune whose story is one of folklore and a lesson in the paths very few would choose to travel.

Walking away from the house, security gestured for the men to get in their cars and follow back to the access road to depart. Once they were delivered to the main road, security turned around and headed back to the estate as the van headed toward downtown Los Angeles in pursuit of more drugs and perhaps a prostitute that would give a discount for three in a seedy hotel room, while Max returned to his studio warehouse to begin editing his latest porn movie, but not before scheduling an appointment with his coke dealer for his weekend refill.

It is a less-than-cordial relationship between the collectors and the auctioneer; the mediator facilitates between both parties, setting the order, keeping them on schedule, paying the collector, and affording an anonymous relationship that does not require them to look beyond the ugliness of their own reality, ensuring nothing traces back to the auctioneer's doorstep. The power of the auctioneer lies in filling a master's order, thereby selling or trading a human being into bondage.

But this is not a story about the lives of drug addicts, reliving the paths they have walked. This is about choice and consequence beyond the actions of three horrible, menial men. It is the tale of cause and effect, inflicted upon the world like casting a stone into a pond filled with only dreadful choices, wishing to see the ripple effect of worse outcomes.

I believe the plight of the missing lies in the hope of our examined faith, in an act of compassion canceling the callous or depraved. A show of contrition that contemplates the management of belief versus commitment. Prey is only an instrument of another’s perverse amusement, absent of concern, devoid of a moral compass. Faith is conviction; predators lack faith and yet believe in godlike power in the error of their delusion. I am here to find the missing fragments, as life does not offer a clean package, wrapped in a forgiving bow of our curative ills, sorrow, or sins, redeeming us from guilt.

In the front pages of life, where crimes go unsolved and murderers sometimes go free, it is the guilty who flourish while the innocent seek unlikely retribution to ease such burdens weighing on their reality in the context of those who harbor mistrust. A bitter lesson in how crime and punishment are not the foregone conclusions we’re deceitfully led to believe on television, in novels, or magazines.

They are the stories that make us feel better, safe in the uncertainty it teeters upon for the sake of sanity and our almost childish perceptions of right or wrong, for that certain naivety to believe there is justice for all.

I am Special Agent Amare Dumisuni of the FBI. My job is to find an assortment of criminals in a case as superficial in its uniqueness, starting years ago in a country quickly losing its identity under the tight, unyielding clutches of an old guard who tried his best to hold on while the scars of tragedy and misfortune lingered.

Its reach expanded beyond those inflicted, as the lies and cover-ups extend well beyond the borders of a fading, rusted Iron Curtain, where misery no longer narrows, inclusive of the ideologies of cultural divides, in the cracks ever present in the complexity of an unfolding tale, filled with layers of difficult situations and choices which might explain an individual’s motivations for the consequences of which they have perpetrated.

That said, “Life is messy as humanity is often less than humane.”
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Chapter 2

“Idle Hands”

“The story of your past often leads to the reason for one’s end.”
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An undisclosed location someplace near Red Square, towards the end of the Cold War... On a day when certain party officials had been given the file of the police captain in the city of Moscow to decide a fate fitting for his continued and blatant abuse of power and corrupt practices, which were thought to be dangerous to the socialist party’s existence. Nikita wasn’t well-liked among the hierarchy but was highly regarded due to his high arrest rate and interrogation results, which old-school Stalinist party members seemed to appreciate.

It didn’t matter whether the accused did or didn’t commit a crime; the numbers were the important thing, as future deterrents to anarchy could only be created through fear, a remnant of the bullet diplomacy days of the KGB during the Stalin era. A saying heard many times was, “There are no innocents; everyone is guilty of something.”

This would not be a traditional trial, not to be held in a courtroom or on the desk at the Kremlin or the Politburo, where only those with the most medals and years in the party had access. To enter those rooms, one probably walked over quite a few people who stood in the way, and years of service allowed insight into what you didn’t do rather than what you accomplished. The three unspoken rules known by all were:


	It was important to get noticed but not enough to be investigated.

	It was easy for someone else to find you a potential threat and become part of an investigation.

	It was a fine line to walk, but the people who sat at the table were members of the Politburo and Kremlin who ran the country and its politics, even after Mikhail Gorbachev reformed the entire political system.



Still, they had a lot of power to willingly pass judgment on others or have judgment passed their way. It was the age of glasnost and perestroika, where openness and transparency supposedly met reform, but invisibility still cloaked its exacting clutches within the secrecy of groups such as these, making backroom deals, grabs for power, money, or favors.

For a time, what was in the open only allowed those who still ruled in what was left of the conservative communist party (what we might refer to as the old guard) to flourish in blind obscurity in a country as old as time, besieged to find a concrete foundation of imposition for a government of only sixty-plus years.

One half of the men sitting at this historic, three-hundred-year-old table were less willing to consider their imprint on history and the world before the Soviet Empire. They wanted to forget about the tyrants running the country prior to the revolution, as if it were ordained for them to rule the country, even if the premise lacked sound reasoning when one remembers the part about devout atheism.

While the other half, considerably more progressive in thought and important to recall, provided the balance others might not consider, all understood the need for such in the debated rule of unbiased fairness, deciding life and sometimes even death, just as they now sat at the table preparing for a vote.

After a few orientation meetings got Yuri accustomed to the specific details and origins of the society, he was given a white silk robe to change into, trading up from the cardinal red he had disrobed, giving it to the attending Secretariat, or as we Westerners would refer to it, secretary, joining the other eight men once again. However, it would be in the secret hall that they also bore theirs, offering Yuri a place at the table. He was wise enough to be caught up in the moment, sharing space among the decisions of Ivan the Great and other Czars who once toiled over the fate of many.

Directing him to sit in the open chair, they all stood in recollection, perhaps of their own fond memories when given the opportunity, quietly watching as he took it all in. Yuri’s was the seat vacated for the last six months due to the passing of a revered senior member. They clapped as Yuri sat for the first time, as it was now official. They seated themselves considering a vote, already taken place, and by the unanimous decision of eight, the gavel struck, filling the nine-member table of the “Sickle and Hammer Society” which had officially found its decisive vote.

Files now sat where weapons once did, and instead of a royal guard, they were dressed in what was considered political purity, aside from the colors of any party affiliation. It was important to understand this was not a format to draw even or bring out personal grievances, and none of the men sitting at this table could be involved in the death of another. So, with each judgment of condemnation, an order was given to facilitate the penalty of their ruling, followed by a shot of the best vodka with a toast to the future of “Mother Russia.”

To sit on this panel was to have a rather flexible position. While many of these very members sat in the discomfort of such uncertainty, a few members' pockets lined with opportunity sluggishly resisted change, even as they sensed a different Russia on the horizon where they no longer had the power or control. All agreed never to accept and certainly not disclose the financial rewards that came with their current positions, notwithstanding being judge and jury with the means of an executioner at their disposal. Most were too old to change and unwilling to compromise unless forced to, as they would find some way to benefit no matter what.

After the nine governing board members decided the fate of various promotions and demotions, there before them was the balance of life or death which swayed in either direction, just as it had many times before. The most pressing of cases awaited as it was now time to review the captain of the Moscow Police Department, who made his mark with arrest numbers that would’ve made Stalin proud, only to find his efforts went unnoticed. To offset Nikita Gromyko’s frustration of being overlooked time and time again for twenty years, he would find women and alcohol to part with his suffering.

With a reputation for being abusive with his female companions, the verbal complaints lacking a paper trail of official reports were never filed against the man who ran the busiest police station in Russia. Nonetheless, it didn’t go without being noted elsewhere. He may have been the king of the hill in his station and covered by the Blue Shield; however, in middle management, someone is always watching, and in a police state, it’s when you don’t have to answer or justify your actions and behaviors that you are being watched the closest.

The Secretariat listened as she noted one infraction after another and the details of a story for which she was here in an official, yet unofficial, capacity to keep the subject of the meeting moving forward. The Chief Elder sat at the head of the table and lit his Cuban cigar from Fidel’s special blend, listening while the men at the table went over the many violations of the chief...

Transgressions aside, his fate was tied to blatant and rampant abuse of power, smitten on a shy but beautiful, fair-skinned brunette with eyes deeper than the bluest of oceans. She was in her early thirties, with a ten-year-old son left to care for and a husband nowhere in sight. Several times, he attempted to vie for her attention, only to find she was not interested. After months of trying to woo her with no luck, his crush would become the focus of pride and vengeance.

He had gone as far as to implicate her in a local theft ring, even though she was completely innocent. As he was a police officer who could overlook these kinds of details, no one was truly innocent because everyone was guilty of something they just hadn’t been caught for yet. It was this kind of cynicism that made him good at his job and a dangerously borderline sociopath.

When brought into the station, the captain appeared as her savior, reading the arresting officer the riot act, bringing her into his office to wait while the hero comforted and wiped away her tears, using his influence to dismiss the charges and make the problem go away. Though it was nothing more than the theater of premeditated opportunity, he impressed her with his “white knight” act, giving him time to get to know her better.

The knight-in-shining-armor act, his station knew all too well, used the insiders of his band of loyal “secret police” to grab an unsuspecting victim off the street or a good-looking perp in a holding cell or lineup, right after being told of certain guilt. All so he could go through the act of saving her from prosecution. It served him well when he wanted to gain favor from someone of political persuasion. After all, how do you think he became captain?

Showing his caring, nurturing side to the blue-eyed beauty, he drove her home and told her, “Not to worry; it would not be a problem.” Accompanying her toward the building door, he asked her out as she graciously declined. Unwilling to accept her lack of interest, the captain would aggressively change his approach. A few days later, when no one would be home, he arrived at her building, knocking to ensure no one was there, and with no answer, took it as an opportune moment to break into her apartment while she was away.

When a neighbor peeked her head out of the door, he flashed his badge, raising his voice to discourage any other neighbors from inquiring about his business at her door, telling them to go back inside their apartments or he would arrest them all for interfering with an official investigation. That afternoon, he would have one of his policemen pick her up at work for conspiring to overthrow the government while several officers searched her apartment, finding the Western propaganda just as he had planted it for their timely discovery.

She would be brought in for questioning, confused and in tears as she sat in the interrogation room for hours before anyone spoke to her. Then an intimidating man, dressed in a state uniform with ribbons hanging over his chest, walked into the room, slamming the door shut behind him and throwing a stack of files on the table for effect, startling the poor, scared woman further as he yelled, “Who are you working with? Name them, and your cooperation will be noted, or be punished as a lone traitor, imprisoned for life in a salt mine, never to see her son again,” he threatened.

She was crying, pleading for mercy as the man described the terrible things she would experience while her son would be shipped off to a Romanian orphanage, to live with the shame and dishonor of his mother, ‘the traitor.’ On her knees, begging for anyone to listen.

“I am not a traitor, and my little boy is all alone.” She begged. “I am loyal and do not know where these papers came from. My husband was killed in the Afghan War. A war hero!” she said loudly, hoping someone would come to her aid.

The man playing his role so well found this game distasteful and considered stopping the interrogation, wanting to comfort her; however, the captain, watching from the other side of the mirror, saw he was losing his nerve and hurried to save his ruse before decency turned the tables.

Just then, the door opened, and the captain told the interrogator, “Get out!” as he walked into the room with a look of concern, carrying a drink of tea and a sandwich, along with the tissue he handed to her.

Falsely, he explained there wasn’t much he could do for a suspect under these circumstances. “These charges are even too much for me to defend you.”

Waiting for a response in silence as she listened, in between her cautious, heavy breaths and tears, the captain continued with his lure.

“I could only protect you as my woman. Then they would not dare mess with you, and this whole thing could be swept under the table.” He felt her hanging on his tangled line as he carefully attempted to reel her in.

With his intentions known, she realized he was expecting her to fold willingly and give in to his advances, desperate to end her false persecution. Shocked by his offer, she gently grabbed his hand, wishing to give him comfort, even in her current situation, sweetly clarifying her appreciation for how he was always very nice to her.

“I am sorry, but I don’t have these feelings for you,” she carefully expressed while pausing for a moment to gather the words to explain. As the expressive nature of his face showed his frustration.

“I am a widow of only two years, and it would not be right for me to date anyone right now.” She continued.

The captain felt slighted as his efforts went unreciprocated. He quickly pulled his hands away from hers. “Then you shall find no one will ever love you again.”

As he got up and walked to the door, no longer looking at her, he said, “Take this bitch to the cellar with the other whores and put her in the dungeon.” The guard nodded in agreement with the captain’s last orders as he walked away from her screams of mercy.

Handcuffed and escorted, she was taken to the oldest section of the station, unused since the 1950s except at the captain's discretion. Built in the 1800s with narrow, dimly lit long hallways and very dark cells, it had no plumbing or toilets, only a hole in the ground where rats made their way up when the sun went down, and no furniture or lights—only a floor to sit or sleep on.

It was a place where you were sent to be forgotten, hoping to die before you lived out your sentence, and if you were unlucky enough to survive, you would never be quite the same living in a place where there was no contact with anyone other than those who brought you food or water. It was not uncommon for dissidents to be locked away there for years, and now this was to be her fate until someone might realize she was taken to the police station. It wouldn’t matter if the captain said she was transferred because she would never be heard from again.

But according to strict instructions for dealing with treason, a report must be filed and forwarded to the Politburo and the Office of the Secretariat for proper processing, and the accused would be turned over to the KGB for interrogation. Once the paperwork made its way to the desk of the Secretariat, his assistant recognized the name of a soldier serving under his command during the Afghan War.

“This is the widow of the major who saved six soldiers, including the Secretariat’s son,” she thought to herself. His widow posthumously received the Soviet version of the “Medal of Valor,” which the Secretariat himself approved for sacrificing his life for the survival of his comrades, personally handing the award to his widow as he offered his condolences to her tears.

The Secretariat’s assistant immediately contacted the commander of the Soviet Army and the former commander of the fallen hero’s brigade to advise him of the detainment of a national hero’s wife. Outraged by this news, the former commander, now a Chief Marshal at the Politburo, agreed to personally handle this embarrassing situation. 

Immediately, he departed for the main police station, entering the main hallway with the expected fanfare of rank as everyone stopped what they were doing to stand at attention in the presence of a living legend while their eyes looked forward, saluting the decorated war hero.

He responded with the irritation of formality, walking through the respectful salutes demanding his uninspired reply as he stopped in front of a young woman who stood with such prideful purpose.

“Excuse me, comrade. At ease. Can you please direct me to the person in charge?” he asked her.

“Sir, he is Captain Gromyko, just down the hall on the right.”

He was pleased by her discipline. “You should consider applying for the special services branch. You’d make a fine candidate, officer,” he complimented.

“I am Nadia Nikovich. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Chief Marshal.” She held her salute as the ultimate sign of respect.

“Please use my name when you apply, Officer Nikovich. I look forward to seeing your name on the next recruitment sheet. Excuse me for now.”

Out of the corner of his watchful eye, another officer in the back of the room tried to leave without being noticed as the Chief Marshal followed at a distance to see where he might lead—running to the captain’s office to warn him of the unexpected and high-ranking visitor. Practically breaking down the door as he entered while knocking, he walked in on the captain, who was surprised by his rude and nervous nature.

The captain was sitting back in his chair, flossing between drinks to celebrate his recent conquest, confident that the suffering widow would not be in such a righteous position to deny any of his future advances in a day or two while sitting in the belly of the notorious underground dungeons of Ziggurat. Very calmly, he scolded his desk sergeant, asking why he was out of breath.

In a frantic attempt, the sergeant hurriedly tried to tell the captain before the Chief Marshal from the Politburo made his way to inquire about the widow. From leaning back in his chair to jumping out of his seat, the captain attempted to make himself more presentable and figure out the reason for the unplanned visit. As the Marshal, who waited just far enough down the hall to listen to their conversation, drew closer and entered the room, the captain excused his officer.

“Chief Marshal, what an unexpected surprise. Would you care for anything to drink?”

“No. Thank you, Captain. I won’t be here very long, so I will cut to the chase,” the Marshal declined. “I have been given some very distressing news. Perhaps it was a grave mistake that can easily be rectified between men like us, sitting in a room and coming to an understanding before other parties get involved,” the Marshal suggested.

“What misunderstanding do you speak of, Chief?” The captain's reputation for finding angles and playing coy was understated, even in the presence of perhaps the second or third most powerful man in the Soviet Union.

“I am here for the immediate release of the widow in your custody,” the Marshal said, quickly tiring of the games the captain was willing to play.

“Must we play this game, Comrade Gromyko? As you know, I am what some would say a very powerful man whose reach extends beyond the realm of military service. I would hate to think what might happen to a man whose career ended on one error in judgment, though my understanding is you have a propensity for such more than most.”

The captain was silent for a moment and weighed the gravity of the situation as he picked up the receiver of his phone. “Sergeant, do we have a woman brought into the station in the last twenty-four hours on suspicion of treason?”

The Chief Marshal was suspicious of the captain's involvement, allowing him the latitude to either dig himself a little deeper or climb out of the ditch a little dirty and embarrassed, but out just the same, as he paused, waiting for the answer he already knew.

He thought for a moment during the silence and spoke of a woman. “Yes, arrested for treason, caught with propaganda in her apartment,” the sergeant explained.

“Yes, this is her. Bring her to my office after she has had a chance to clean up first. We’ll be here. Thank you,” the captain ordered, hanging up and reaching into his bottom drawer to bring out his bottle of vodka for dignitaries’ visits, along with two glasses.

“Sometimes,

Chief, in the course of an investigation, we are overzealous and make mistakes,” the captain explained, pouring a glass for his guest.

“No, thank you. This is not the time to share a drink in celebration. This is a most shameful day,” the marshal retorted.

“Please, can't we have a drink while we wait and put this behind us?” the captain asked.

The marshal stood up and opened the door. “Officer Nikovich,” he yelled down the hall. A moment later, she arrived to inquire. “I would like to escort the sergeant to the holding cell. Please have him come here to get me.”

The captain, now pressed to act, got back on the phone and advised the sergeant that the chief marshal would like to see the widow when she was brought up from holding. After hanging up, a concerned captain asked, "Exactly who is this traitor and widow to you?"

The chief marshal was now at the end of his patience. “She is the widow of a brave comrade who gave his life to save several other men, including the Secretariat's own son, in the Battle of Khyber Pass during the Afghan War,” exclaimed a furious chief marshal.

“He was awarded the Medal of Courage and Distinguished Valor for his great sacrifice, and she is repaid by being arrested on charges of treason? I will see her now!” The chief marshal, tired of the back-and-forth, walked out of the office.

“Take me to the sergeant. I will go with him to her holding cell now,” he calmly instructed Officer Nikovich, while escorting him to the sergeant’s desk, still receiving instructions from the captain as the marshal arrived. “I don’t care what that man has told you or where she is at this point. I will not hold you personally responsible if you take me to her now. Do you understand, sergeant?” he asked.

“Yes, Comrade Chief,” he said as he got up from his chair and started the five-minute walk into the depths of the basement.

As the two men passed the general holding cells, the chief marshal asked where she was being held. The sergeant simply told him it was down on the next floor and continued their descent into the narrow and dark hallway featuring the familiar 19th-century odor of poor ventilation, rot, and raw sewage. The dimly lit hallway cast their shadows hovering on the walls as they made their way past the abandoned cells, and the outline of rats scurried between the openings of cell walls and under the feet of the two men.

The chief marshal became more agitated, and as they came to a locked door, the sergeant grabbed a large skeleton key from the 19th century, attempting to make it fit just right in the lock before turning it. The general's face turned red with anger under the few silhouettes of light shining down from the ceiling and yelled,

“Get her out! Now!!!” Nervously, the sergeant dropped his keys in his attempt to quickly open the cell door, rushing in to retrieve her from complete darkness. As the light started to creep in, the general could only see at first the whites of her eyes, hearing a faint voice begging for mercy.

The general's patience wore thin, the vein in his neck protruding and pulsing as the seconds passed.

“Hurry, hurry up now,” he told the sergeant as he carried her out of the cell.

“Bring her to me,” the chief marshal calmly commanded as they both rushed to assist her, still in a daze and looking into the chief marshal's eyes.

“You are all right, my dear,” he told her. “You are leaving this horrible place now; everything will be okay.”

She was dirty, smelled of sweat, sewage, and vomit, with a few minor scrapes and bruises. The chief marshal called her by her first name, picking her up and carrying her fragile body into the light and up to the main floor, reassuring her all the while with a comforting voice.

“It’s all right now. You are safe now. No one will hurt you again,” the marshal reassured.

Her hand covered her eyes as they adjusted to the light, but she heard the voice and knew it was the man who had come to visit her after her husband’s funeral. He had comforted her once before. She recognized it was the chief marshal; he had come for her. She wondered if it was only a dream as she cried, saying over and over,

“You came, Chief Marshal. Thank you, thank you. I thought no one would come.”

The chief marshal repeated, “Yes, I told you if you ever needed me, I would come.” He told her again, “It is okay now; you’re okay.” The chief marshal carried her in his arms as he followed the sergeant out of the dungeon and back to the hall of the police station as she began to kick and squirm.

“Let me down!” she commanded, and the chief marshal stopped and complied as she stood on her feet.

She was a bit shaky for a moment and leaned on the chief marshal for support before feeling steady enough on her own.

“Okay, now I will walk out of this place, and he will see he did not break me,” she explained.

When they reached the main floor, the chief marshal instructed his driver, now waiting in the lobby of the station, “Get the car and open the door for the lady.”

The captain came out of his office to plead his case. “Comrade Chief Marshal, you understand... there is paperwork needing to be completed and procedures to be followed before she can be released?”

The chief marshal ignored the captain but took exception to the officer standing at the door, impeding his exit.

“You have all disgraced the memory of a war hero who died in the Khyber Pass Massacre and spit on his bride!”

Yelling a warning at the top of his voice, “I will take her away from this miserable little place, and anyone who tries to stop me will be arrested by the KGB! Is this understood?” he warned, as the man moved away from the door, and everyone else went about their business, while Officer Nikovich proudly opened the door for the chief marshal, giving a salute as the widow began walking out of the building.

Holding on to the chief marshal's arms, the widow leaned ever so lightly on him as he turned toward the door. “Officer Nikovich, you are to work for me because this is a place where mediocrity and bitterness create an emotional succubus, feeding off the pain and misery of others, like them. You can start by assisting her to the car,” he commanded.

The widow found great comfort in the former police officer, Nadia Nikovich, who offered relief in knowing she would not need to spend years of her life in that building, with those men, hoping to get a promotion elsewhere. As the two women picked up their pace with each step, they traveled further outside the building with the intent of never visiting the station again.

Holding back tears, undeserving of the emotion that the captain and his men thrived upon, she approached a waiting car with the driver holding the door open, gently assisting the widow into the back seat, while Nadia Nikovich sat next to her as they waited for the chief marshal to emerge from the station. Staying behind, the chief marshal voiced his displeasure at finding a bad situation made worse with a man like the captain in charge.

In his eyes, the culture at the station was largely a failure in leadership and a sickness of the soul, as were the other officers, except Ms. Nikovich, part of the problem. Once finished with his one-sided conversation, he walked out to the car as the door to the station closed behind them. As he approached the car, he turned back toward the station with one last look of disgust, issuing a final insult by spitting on the ground as he looked back at the captain, whom he considered a vile man, before getting into the car to leave. The ride to his house was spent comforting the shaken widow and having Nadia explain what she saw of the captain's behavior.

When the chief marshal sat afterward, the widow leaned in and began crying on his shoulder, secure in the knowledge that her ordeal was over. “My son?” she cried.

“He is fine, don’t worry. He is at my home playing with my grandson. We will be there shortly,” the chief marshal reassured her, as the driver acknowledged, “Your son was having the time of his life, playing with the chief marshal's grandson, madam,” by nodding his head.

Once they arrived at the chief marshal’s home, he suggested she go to the room prepared in advance for her to clean up before dinner, knowing they would be reunited shortly. She was comforted by the sight of her son playing and enjoying the company of his new friend, undisturbed as she walked up the stairs from the kitchen, knowing he was unscathed by the incident.

The chief marshal had a few important items from her apartment moved to his home to ensure they would feel comfortable and, most importantly, safe. He saw them as part of his extended family and wished for them to consider it their home. First, she would begin to feel relief as the stress soaked away in the hot bath she hoped would wash away the smell of lost hope after spending what seemed to be more than thirty-six hours detained in the filthy, unsanitary conditions of the dungeon.

Refreshed yet exhausted from her ordeal, she was filled with the joy and eagerness to spend time with her son after dressing to rejoin her host. Her son ran to her with a heartwarming, somewhat healing embrace. His daughter and grandson lived not too far away, but he missed having others to come home to and enjoyed the company. They would live there as long as they wished, as his large home was empty after the passing of his wife.

It wasn’t a romantic offering of his affections; it was simply an appreciation of a mother and her young son, knowing her life would not be a struggle because of selfish men much like himself, who understood what it was like to give orders that could take many lives, destroying the balance and heart of many families. It was about loss and how together each could help the other heal.

At the next gathering of what many considered a “Masonic” type lodge, which might have been an offshoot of the “Free Masons,” the members came from various professions. However, in the background were the elite who weighed more pressing, important issues, of which the lodge was a cover.

Think of it more as an Order than a society, with roots going back further than Ivan the Terrible. Others simply drank, smoked, and enjoyed the perks of their brotherhood, numbering a few less than five thousand across Russia. Fewer than twenty members of the hierarchy were the ones deciding the fates of careers and politics, and on occasion—though less likely in the modern world than it was before the industrial revolution—life and death. Inside the room, only those few were ever allowed to participate in the business of facilitating a judgment about the captain of the Moscow Police Station.

As in the past, the captain had a few old-school members who valued his tactics; allies of his arrest records sitting in the Politburo and Kremlin were willing to overlook the terrible things he  to a veteran’s widow and disrespecting his memory. They weren’t as forgiving for breaking the cardinal rule of local police: not conducting secret investigations of party officials, as the captain had done in the past, leading to the arrest of several low-ranking, corrupt party members. This was something the hierarchy believed should have been handled privately.

The chief marshal sat near the head of a table, and while his voice carried weight, his vote counted the same as anyone else's seated there. He calmly spoke his mind on the matter, expressing his strongest requests for the captain to be reprimanded with the most severe of punishments.

“His continued actions have disgraced the efforts of those who chose to do the good work for the people he is said to serve,” the chief marshal said, realizing that the risk of offending was too great to give him another opportunity.

In the end, as was commonplace, a compromise was reached, with half agreeing with the chief marshal, while the more conservative base of hardliners felt the opposite, separated by the vote of the newest member. The captain’s first sentence was handed down: Nikita would accept the prestigious promotion to the position of chief, but he would transfer to a crime-free location in the city of Crimea, Ukraine. A quiet “resort”-like town or village with low crime, sometimes bustling with tourists, where previous chiefs went to retire.

How crystal clear it was in a ceremony filled with orders, wrapped in a package of forced retirement. For a captain who did not have the option to refuse, he would leave immediately. The newly appointed chief would be out of the political scene without high-profile crimes to investigate, or he would never have any further chance of advancement, never to be heard from again. The punishment gave him a rise in rank but exactly the opposite of what he hoped for: exile to a slower pace.

If he hadn’t been a sociopath with a need to be recognized for his work, he might have enjoyed retirement, if not for his propensity to abuse his position to get what he wanted and the sociopathic tendencies he couldn’t curb, which drove him to take it, ultimately leading to his scenic relocation.

Far away from Moscow, he would spend the rest of his time in a beautiful coastal resort community, merely a stone’s throw from Turkey, where his childlike need to be noticed to further his dead-on-arrival career would find only his shadow watching.

To a man like Nikita, going from captain of the busiest police station in Moscow was nothing less than being forced to live out his existence on an isolated island as an outcast where nothing happens. The point was to be rid of him, perhaps a better solution to the problem than the chief marshal had considered from those who had grown tired of his exploits.

Nikita was made fully aware of his punishment disguised as a promotion, as the eloquent words read by the police commissioner from the parchment paper held in a tasteful wooden frame. The proclamation was meant to celebrate his years of undervalued service. He would hang it on the wall of his new office, in the place where three previous captains went to die. It dawned on him that not only did his lifelong dream of working for the KGB or other secret police have the faintest of hopes, but he would never advance any further beyond this moment in what Nikita considered nothing more than an oceanside sheep herder's town.
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