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Chapter 1: Jane’s Story
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The espresso machine hissed like an angry cat, drowning out the murmured conversations around her. Jane stirred her untouched coffee, watching the cream swirl into meaningless patterns before dissolving completely. After nearly 25 years of doing this, her routine was just that- routine. Her assignments came from Julia, the woman that had found her, broken and bleeding at 17 in an Atlanta alley. She silently shuddered as she thought about that night... walking to the library for a school project, she hadn’t noticed the plain van following her.

Out of the darkness, a man’s hand was around her mouth, his other arm grabbing her arms, dragging her backward into the van. She was a tall girl and an athlete, but the surprise attack caught her off guard.

There were three of them in the dark interior- shadows, all she could see were their heads as random streetlights came through the windshield as the van drove for several blocks. The man that had grabbed her had duct taped her wrists behind her back and put more tape over her mouth. “We’ve been looking for you, Kira” he had said, followed by “You’ve been holding out on us. Lieutenant Jamison doesn’t like that.” She had shook her head, trying to tell them her name wasn’t Kira, but the tape made her words muffled gibberish and in the dim light they couldn’t see her face fully.

The van stopped outside a dimly-lit pool hall. Two of them had drug her by the arms inside, telling the third, the name sounded like Daniel, to watch the door.

Inside the hall, an older man was there. She had seen his police badge and now she saw the other two had them as well. Plain clothes. Detectives.

They shoved her into a chair roughly.

“Who is this?” the older man had asked.

This was the first time there had been any amount of light. She saw their faces and the other two saw hers.

“Shit...”one had said “It’s not Kira! The height, the hair, she looks identical from behind. Sorry boss, she was near Kira’s corner, we thought it was her.”

She had looked frantically at them. Her brilliant mind had raced. What was going on? This Kira, was she a criminal? Was it her former friend Kira from school? Why the duct tape? Cops used handcuffs. Cops didn’t take girls they arrested to pool halls.

“What are we going to do, boss?” One of the men had asked. “She’s seen our faces.”

The older man, Jamison they had called him, walked over to her and ran his hand through her long black hair. She had flinched back at his touch as if it was toxic.

“This one... much prettier than Kira. We can’t let her go... but we can’t let her go to waste either.”

What followed was every woman’s nightmare. They had kept her tied up and taken turns with her, ripping her clothes off her. She could still feel the helplessness, smell the putrid odor of the pool hall- stale beer and cigarettes. She fought, tried to scream, but it did no good.

After the last one had finished, they began beating her. The last thing she remembered was a punch to her head, seeing stars, and then waking up in an alley that smelled like rain and urine. They had left her for dead. She had felt a gentle touch on her shoulder and recoiled, thinking it was the men coming back for her. She had looked up and it was a blonde woman, late 20’s maybe, with striking blue eyes. Her southern drawl had put Jane at ease. “Are you alright, sweetheart? What happened to you? You look terrible.”

Unable to speak at first, Jane had accepted the woman’s hand- and her expensive jacket to cover her torn blouse. She had helped Jane to her car, a luxury German sedan. She put Jane in the back seat and had driven her to an office building. She walked Jane into the lobby and into the elevator. Several floors up, she went to a locked door where the woman inserted a key card and the door clicked open. The woman had ushered her inside, saying “You’re safe here... among your sisters.” The comment didn’t register, Jane was an only child. Her mom worked two jobs after her dad had died. She had been saving to put Jane through college.

The woman said “My name is Julia, and you’re safe here.” Seeing the girl was in shock, Julia said “I need to call you something, so from here on out, you’ll be... Jane. Whoever you were before tonight, that girl died in that alley.” Julia had made a call and 10 minutes later a woman arrived with a medical bag. She had gently helped Jane out of her clothes before examining her. “Sexual assault” she had called it. She had noted the tape residue on Jane’s mouth and wrists. “We should notify the police.”

Jane had lost it, finally speaking. “NO! The police did this!” She remembered their cold metal badges pressing against her hip. Julia’s voice had calmed her again, the woman hugging her as Jane sobbed uncontrollably into her shoulder. “It’s OK, sweetie, let it out. We’re going to make this right for you.”

Jane had talked to Julia after the other woman- a confidential doctor it turned out- had left. She told her about walking to the library, that she was 17 and a senior, being grabbed, tied up, taken to the pool hall and what had happened there, skipping many details, then waking up in the alley. “You know the rest” she had told Julia.

“Kira... the girl they thought they took...” Jane began. “I went to school with her until last year. We were friends. Our teachers kidded us, we looked so much alike.” She paused, still wiping tears away. “She dropped out of school. Ghosted me. I heard she got arrested for shoplifting. It’s like she dropped off the planet after that.” As she listened, Julia was texting on her phone. “I have a friend, about your age. Really good with computers. Give me a minute.” Two minutes later her phone chimed. “Kira Donalds?” Jane nodded. “Arrested for shoplifting... case dismissed.” Julia scrolled and kept reading. “Oh. The next one was for prostitution... case also dismissed. OK, once is a youthful offender getting a break, the second one... she has friends somewhere.” Julia tapped the screen with a polished red nail. “Arresting officer, Lieutenant Jamison...”

She stopped mid-sentence when she saw Jane curl up into a fetal position and begin to shake- a common reaction for a rape victim when they see their attacker. She pulled the girl into a hug, and said “He was one of them, wasn’t he?”

“The leader” Jane said, the details flooding back. “The other two called him ‘boss’.”

“Two? You said earlier there were four in total...” Julia asked.

“The youngest one, not much older than me, they made him wait outside and watch the door... I think they called him Daniel.”

Julia had asked about her home life. Jane had told her about her dad dying, her mom working long hours. Jane had told Julia she didn’t want to go home, if her mom learned what had happened to her only child it would break her heart. Julia had taken her out of the city, to a farm with for lack of a better term barracks and outbuildings. Julia had introduced her to the staff- it was like a school for girls. But she sensed there was something more.

Julia had left her there, returning two days later with more bad news. Jane’s mother had been killed in a car crash. The information she had found leaned toward her having been drinking. Jane knew her mom didn’t drink. A part of her had died that day. Julia had debriefed her again about the attack, getting as many details as she could.

“Is it possible the name you heard was Daniels, with an ‘S’?” Julia had asked her.

Jane gave it some thought. “Maybe, yeah, could be. They all called each other by their last names, except for the older man, they called him boss.”

Julia had been silent for a moment, as if hesitant to tell her more bad news. She held up her tablet and a smiling young police officer’s picture was there. The name ‘Alton Daniels’ appeared under it, the story being about how he had been named the youngest detective to the homicide unit. “Was it this officer?” Julia asked.

“Yes” Jane didn’t flinch. This one hadn’t mistreated her. Even at a young age, she could read people and had seen he was not in agreement with what was happening.

“What about him?”Jane asked. “These cops... they weren’t homicide... more like vice.”

Julia looked away briefly and then back at Jane. “He killed himself last night. Shot himself with his own gun. Left a note that said he was sorry for what he did to ‘the school girl’.”

Julia tapped her nails against the tablet. “This smells, Jane. It smells rotten. We know he didn’t attack you. You never went to the cops... but they were sure you’d die in that alley, so they needed a sacrificial lamb for when your body was discovered. It was divine providence I found you there.” Jane knew now it wasn’t quite that, but back then she had accepted it.

“My mom...” Jane had said. “She didn’t drink. She would have raised hell to find me... they killed her and made it look like a car crash. Who’s to say they didn’t do the same thing to... Afton?”

“Alton” Julia had corrected her, saying a name she’d hear many times later in life.

“Jane” Julia began hesitatingly. “You’ve suffered something unimaginable. What you do about it is up to you. I’m well off. I can send you to a private school, then the university of your choice. Get a degree in any field you want. Put all of this behind you. Live a good life.”

“Why would you do that for me? You hardly know me...” Jane paused, then looked at Julia. “You said up to me...” Jane had asked. “Is there an alternative?”

Julia nodded, and without a word, took Jane by the hand. Jane didn’t know it at the time, but she was walking into a new life entirely. They had walked to the office building, and Julia had triggered a hidden panel. A spider logo was on a door. Julia pressed her finger to a sensor and the door swished open. They stepped into an elevator, and Jane felt it descend below ground.

The door opened and they were met by a pretty Latina girl, she looked a little older than Jane. Like Julia, she had a notebook computer under her arm.

“Isabella, meet Jane.” Julia said. “She’s our newest recruit... I think.”

“Hello and welcome” Isabella had said. Jane hadn’t known it, but this girl would become the closest thing she had to a sister.

Jane had been like a big-eyed kid in a toy store. She saw several rooms. Through the door of one she saw mats and various weapons on the wall. “What is it you do here?” she had asked.

“Justice” Julia said. “We serve justice to those the law can’t... or won’t touch.”

Jane saw the spider logo on the doors, and ran her hand over one.

“We’re called the Black Widows” Julia said. “We have a... unique means of delivering justice. If you’re interested, and my gut feeling is that you are, we can train you. I’ll be honest up front. It will be a lonely life. No friends. No husband or boyfriend. No kids. Ever. But it will give you a sense of justice you’d never get from a court of law.”

They had stepped into a room and Jane had taken a dagger off the wall. “It’s plastic?” she asked.

“Yes, for training” Julia said. “But the weight and size is identical to the metal ones we use.”

Jane had put two and two together. “You kill people” she said, hearing her words but it was like someone else had said them.

“No darling girl.” Julia said. “We kill monsters. Judges, politicians, CEOs, men with money and power that hurt girls and women and are never held accountable.” Another pause, then the big question. “Is that something you’d be interested in? You don’t need to answer right away, but know that my gut tells me you’d be very good at this.”

Julia and Isabella had given her the tour, and introduced her to some very tough but beautiful women, Julia’s instructors.

After Isabella had excused herself, Julia took Jane to the underground office. The two sat and talked more.

“How... why?”Jane had asked.

“I worked Atlanta PD, same as Alton” Julia said. “Special victims was my last assignment after homicide. Still have connections there as you may have figured out. Helped me to find you in that alley before a patrol officer did. I saw one too many cases where a girl was hurt and the suspect either paid her off or pressured her to recant the allegations. I wanted to do something about it. I took a number of martial arts classes, had our SWAT instructor teach me all about weapons- guns and knives.” Jane saw Julia’s eyes close as she relived something that had changed her. “My job showed me the patterns these men used, this training gave me the tools to deal with them.”

“But all this...” Jane swept a hand around the complex. “How do you afford this?”

Julia smiled. “The original setup? A wealthy woman that was abused. She got a huge settlement and wanted to be sure that never happened to another woman.  We brainstormed, and our rates are on a sliding scale. Impoverished girls, we charge a dollar. The ones that can afford more... well let’s say we charge a lot more that that. Sometimes millions.” She reflected, and said “Isabella... the girl you met first? Genius in so many ways. Master level hacker. Let’s say also that some of our wealthy offenders also fund our organization post mortem. Last year we got nearly a half-billion from hidden offshore accounts. We have a public non-profit face with the girl’s school that can withstand a lot of scrutiny.”

Jane was amazed. “I don’t need to think about this... I’m in.”

Julia hugged her. “I kind of knew you’d be.”

“So are all of the girls above in training?” Jane had asked.

Julia laughed. “No, not at all. They’re victims of terrible crimes like you, but most don’t have the steel within them it takes to do this. The truth is out of 100 girls we rescue here, maybe one or two enter this program. It’s a very selective sisterhood.”

“Isabella...?” Jane had asked.

“Yes, but only twice or if the job calls for a beautiful Latina. I like to put round pegs in round holes. She’s much more valuable here on her computer.”

Jane had begun training the next day. She went to regular school classes during the day, and then in the evenings, she trained underground. It was tough as Julia had said. Weight training, runs in the nearby hills on the weekend, hand to hand combat, and finally weapons- mainly blades, but also guns. Jane learned about suppressors and subsonic ammo. Jane learned how to use wigs, clothing, and makeup to change her appearance. She saw Julia on occasion, who urged her along, giving her the support she needed.

She learned the Widow method. Seduce the man, get him alone, preferably in an isolated motel room, drug him, tie him to the bed, and then show him the pictures of his victim/victims before running the ‘Widow Blade’ through his heart. Julia had devised the method herself, calling it karma, literally breaking the man’s heart for breaking the hearts, bodies- and minds- of so many girls or women.

The training lasted two months. It was just Jane, no other girls had her skill level- or tragic life circumstances. Julia said Jane had been the best student that had ever gone through the course. Then Julia had told her of another requirement... a tubal ligation. “We can’t take chances on a pregnancy.” Julia had told her. Jane had been all too happy to go through the procedure. She kept herself driven by thinking about never getting to say goodbye to her mom... or go to her funeral. Then there were the men responsible. Julia had reminded her that revenge was a dish best served cold, but she also knew killing the men that had ruined this girl’s life would help to give her closure.

She remembered stalking the first detective—Sergeant Vance—to a seedy motel where he cheated on his wife weekly. A typical Alpha male, once he saw her athletic body, her chest, the long legs in a short skirt, he’d played the eager submissive that night, letting her belt his wrists to the headboard before rolling him beneath her with a laugh. Her words to him had been the same thing he had said to her nearly a year earlier. 'Don't fight it, sweetheart. Let it happen.' She saw the recognition in his eyes after she pulled off her blonde wig.  The suppressed bullet to his groin had been almost surgical. She watched the life drain from his piggish eyes while Marvin Gaye played on the radio. Poetic.

Detective Marlow had taken longer—three months of calculated seduction through his gym routine. She’d played the earnest new trainer, spotting his lifts, “accidentally” brushing against him until he invited her to his lake house. That kill had been messier—she’d let him get on top first, let him think he was in control before driving her blade up through his ribs. The Widow’s Kiss, Julia called it. He’d gasped like a trout when he saw his own blood pooling between them. She pulled off her wig and made sure he was still alive when she fired into his groin at point blank range- using his own gun. As his life faded, she had said "You'll never rape another teenage girl you bastard!" His last words showed he recognized her, they had been "You... the wrong girl..."

The ringleader, Lieutenant Richard Jamison, had taken early retirement and disappeared right after Detective Marlow’s suspicious and unsolved death. Despite Julia's best efforts, they had not been able to find him. His trail went cold at Atlanta International Airport. He'd be an older man now, in his 60's.

Over the next 24 years, she had killed over 25 men. So many she had lost count. After the first two, she began adding her signature- a spider drawn in the victim’s blood on his chest. Julia had warned her this would link only her to the deaths, as other Widows didn’t do that. Jane was headstrong and did it anyway. A senator, a number of CEOs, bankers, ‘fixers’- politically connected men with connections... all that death, the killings, she had begun to wonder how her life would have turned out if it hadn’t been for that one fateful night. She had talked to Julia about quitting recently, and Julia had said she understood, but of course didn’t want to lose her best assassin.
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Chapter 2: Target: Nick Daniels

[image: ]




Back in the present, she considered her current target. Nick Daniels. Like Julia, a former cop. Brilliant. Came up with some invention that had sold like wildfire to police departments. He had made his first million before 30. She recalled his file, the photos. His wife- his dead wife, Elise. A pretty redhead. All indicators Isabella had found pointed to a happy marriage. Elise had died from cancer at a relatively young age. Nick had met and in a short amount of time married one of her hospice nurses, Nya. A beautiful black woman with dark chocolate skin, who clearly had a taste for money. Nya had supplied the Widows with damning photos and even videos of Nick abusing her and some teenage girls. Jane’s gut told her the man she was watching wasn’t capable of that- but one never knew what went on behind closed doors.

As she watched through the cafe window, Nick adjusted his tie for the third time in ten minutes. Nervous habit. Interesting. Most of her targets strutted like peacocks, unaware of the blade waiting for their chest. This one kept checking his phone, glancing at his watch, running fingers through hair that didn't need fixing. Jane noted the slight tremble in his hands when he thought no one was looking.

Jane went over her two failed attempts to insert herself into Nick’s life and gain intel on how best to kill him. Even in her early 40’s, she was still a beautiful woman, 5’-10 tall with blue eyes and long black hair. Her 38DD bustline was an asset in her line of work, easily luring corrupt powerful men to their well-deserved deaths.

Yet this man had not taken the bait. Her first disguise had been as an office temp. Blonde wig, tight, low-cut blouse, and a short skirt and heels that complimented her long toned legs. She had Isabella get credentials for her so she had direct access to Mr. Daniels, the self-made CEO worth millions. Despite her attire and bending over in his line of sight, he had never made a pass at her.

Her second attempt had been more subtle. Dressed as a wealthy socialite at a charity fundraiser, this time she was a redhead, but again in an outfit that showed off her body. She had not spoken with Nick directly, but thought she had a chance when she saw his wife Nya, the ebony beauty, wasn’t there with him. Nick had ignored her- and a couple of other women- both white and black- that made very overt plays for him, so Jane’s failure wasn’t due to the color of her hair or skin. None of this sat right with her.

She thought over Nya again. She was the wildcard in this equation. Nya from what Jane had seen was a piece of work. A terminal care nurse, she had met Nick when his wife Elise was in hospice. She had literally cashed in on his grief and then married him just a couple of months after Elise’s funeral. Less than a year later, Nya had hired the Widows to kill Nick- providing detailed photos and videos of him abusing her and some young girls.

A muffled vibration buzzed against her thigh. She extracted the burner phone from her belt—saw Julia's code for urgent. The text simply read "Package spoiled." Translation: Nya's deception and her corruption had been uncovered. Isabella had confirmed she'd been stealing company money and routing it to an offshore account. She was having an affair with her trainer. Worse, the 16 year old boy she'd been using to smuggle drugs inside school textbooks was her best friend's son; she'd used sex once again to coerce the boy and enact her plan. Abusing a teenage boy- she was doing what she had tried to frame Nick for doing. The Widows didn't tolerate child exploitation. Nya's file had just been marked in red. The footage Nya had sent to the Widows showing Nick abusing a young girl was being reviewed further. Isabella had said it looked like a high quality deep fake, but the report was not in yet.

Jane pressed the phone to her ear before the first ring finished. "He's not what we thought." Silence stretched for three breaths—Julia's tell when reassessing. "No," Julia finally said, voice softening. "But she is." A car horn blared outside the cafe, making Nick flinch. Jane watched his shoulders slump as he exhaled, unaware his entire world was about to implode. "Keep watching him," Julia murmured. There it was—that uncharacteristic hesitation. "Just... don't let him see you yet." Jane questioned her mentor, the now 50-something still stunning blonde woman that had rescued her from a dark alley 25 years ago before recruiting her into Julia's Black Widows organization. The select small group of beautiful female assassins had several rules. Only the first one crossed her mind today. "But we don't avenge men. If she's the corrupt one, why are you keeping me on him?" Jane asked.

"Bear with me, honey." Julia's southern accent drawled. "You can't see the big picture from ground level. Keep tabs on him. Send me daily notes of his movements and habits so we can work out an updated plan." Jane knew Julia possessed a genius-level IQ and had a degree from Harvard, so she didn't debate further.
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Chapter 3: Julia’s Story

[image: ]




In her downtown Atlanta office, Julia put the phone on her desk. She opened the locked security drawer via her fingerprint. Inside were several passports, several thousand in cash, and a suppressed Glock 19. All but one of the passports had her photo and an alias. She picked up the one she'd never been able to shred. "Stephen Patterson" she said to her empty office, reciting the made-up alias and looking at the tall handsome man's picture. She then picked up one with her photo she said "Mrs. Stephen Patterson". Tears rolled down her cheeks as her mind took her back to her third assignment, it seemed like a lifetime ago,  before she had recruited Jane. The passports symbols and reminders of a life not lived.  She remembered watching him, his real name Harold Miles. Learning his routine. Her disgust at the photos supplied by his wife Brandy- pictures of her beaten and bruised. Other photos of him beating a hooker. That was back before the digital age, so she like the Widow council had thought he was guilty. Outside of the norm, she had taken his contract since there were no other blondes available at the time- all the women in his life were blondes, so like most men he had a ‘type’ that could be exploited.

His wife was blonde and busty with brown eyes, so Julia took the contract herself. After two weeks of surveillance, she noted Harold appeared to be attentive and loving to his wife Brandy. Julia used top of the line surveillance devices and listened in on them. She never heard or saw anything on his part close to violence or abuse.  Still, the photos Brandy had supplied were damning.

Brandy had messaged her via the burner phone she used- a different one for each new assignment, urging her to hurry up. That didn't sit right with her, but abused women were a different breed. She tried setting her usual honey trap for him- it had worked flawlessly the first two times. Harold was an accountant and he played tennis Saturday mornings at the local country club. Always without Brandy. Julia put on a tight white tennis outfit and left her prop wedding ring off- she didn't think Harold would be paying much attention to her hands. Meeting him in the club, she introduced herself as Jenna Haverty, a southern belle from a wealthy family. His eyes had of course looked at her neckline and then the short hem of her skirt and her tan athletic legs but then he surprised her, turning her down for a match and instead playing with another man. Was he gay? Her senses told her no.

She continued watching him, something about this contract wasn't right, but she couldn't say what yet. Another text from Brandy, HOW MUCH LONGER? Julia had ignored it. Harold didn't socialize much, he didn't go to bars, so the main Widow methods wouldn't work here.

As she continued to get pressure from Brandy, Julia resorted to a sure fire method. Trailing Harold to a cafe after work, she got the opportunity to dose his cup of coffee with Rohypnol. She wore a black jacket and black wig with a ponytail and a ballcap so he wouldn't recognize her. As she saw his eyes glaze, she made her move.

"Harold? Are you OK?" He looked at her dazed. "Who—-" Julia sat next to him and said theatrically using a Boston accent "A little too much at the office party again? Let me help you, give me your keys." Rohypnol made men- and women- compliant, so he handed over the keys to his Mercedes sedan. Julia put down a 20 for the coffee and dinner he had half-eaten. She helped him up and out the door. She felt his firm body under his suit- he was athletic, probably all the tennis. Placing him in his passenger seat, she slid behind the wheel, pulling on black leather gloves.

His glassy eyes tried to focus. "It's you... Jenna? From the club?" She was amazed he had figured that out given the amount of the drug in his system. "Yes, dear, it's Jenna. I'm going to help you feel better" she lied. Taking him to a preselected motel with an empty wing, she helped him inside the prepaid room and laid him on the bed on his back. She pulled off his shirt. He had a nice body, what a waste she thought. She then expertly bound him spreadeagle to the bed and waited for the drug to wear off. She pulled off the hat, wig, jacket, and her blouse, leaving her clad only in latex gloves, her black satin bra, and her jeans and heels.

He came around about 20 minutes later, he dosage had been perfect as usual- she had minored in chem while at university, it was a matter of estimating the target’s age and weight.

His eyes fluttered open and he tried to move his arms and legs, only to find them bound by Julia's silk ties- it was important to minimize any abrasions on the wrists and ankles.

His eyes focused, first of course on the cleavage created by the bra and then on her eyes. "Jenna? What are you doing to me? Did you dose me?" Then looking down, he saw his shirt was off. "Where’s my shirt?"

Julia smiled and caressed his cheek with her glove. "I'm sure you have a hundred questions rolling around in that handsome head of yours. All you need to know is right now it's just you and me." She then leaned over him, placing her breasts close to his face.

"No!" he shouted. "I don't want this!" Julia stepped back. This had never happened at the point where she had the man tied with her in lingerie. The others had been very eager at this point, but not this one.

"OK, that's twice now. I see how you look at me- you like women. What's the problem Harold?" She asked, staring intensely into his eyes with her deep blue eyes.

"Well the first problem is I don't have my shirt on. Then the second one involves you having me tied up." His analytical analysis given their appearances surprised her. "Why are you doing this to me?"

Julia walked over to her briefcase and pulled out the photos of Brandy bruised and bloody, then of Harold with the hooker. "Care to explain these?" she asked, holding them in front of him one at a time.

His eyes focused and she saw a tear develop. "The first set- that was after Brandy wrecked her car. I was so scared she wasn't going to make it! She had been drinking, so we didn't call the police. I reported it stolen, paid for a private discrete doctor." Damn it, Julia thought. We did background on him, but not her. Still, he could be lying. "OK, so who's the working girl in these?" she confronted him with the second set of pictures. His eyes widened when he saw them, but was it out of guilt or disgust? "I honestly have no idea. I don't hit women." he said calmly. "Please, what is this about? Who are you?"

Julia sighed. This definitely wasn't right. One last thing to try. "Why didn't you hit on me, Harold? Don't you like me?"

The question came out of nowhere. He paused, then looked at her eyes not her chest. "Because I love my wife." Simple. Direct. Truth.  "Please. Let me go" he pleaded. This wasn't supposed to happen. By now, she should have plunged her knife through his heart, she had the contract. No way to verify what he had told her was true. She pulled out the knife. She saw him recoil. "Tell me the truth, Harold. You're going to die in this room tonight, so there's no point in lying to me."

His eyes were focused on the stiletto blade. "I told you the truth. What am I supposed to have done? Why are you going to kill me?"

"Liar!" Julia screamed at him. This technique was good at getting a confession. "I know you beat Brandy- and the hooker. How many more have there been, Harold?"

"What? I've never laid a hand on Brandy- not like that! I don't know that other woman. I've never cheated on Brandy! She's beautiful- why would I?"

Julia watch his eyes as he spoke. No indication of deception- something she had been trained to detect. Either he was a psycho or he was telling the truth. She had to make a decision. This one would haunt her for the rest of her life and remove any possibility of a life beyond the Black Widows. Steeling her resolve, she straddled him- but his body wasn't cooperating. Another first! She placed her left hand over his mouth as he began to protest, then aimed the tip of the knife exactly over his heart. He then began flailing and shaking his head. She held her grip, saying "Ssshh, don't fight the inevitable, dear." Her knife found it's mark and she used her body weight on top of him to drive the blade into him, stopping when the hilt met his chest. She watched as the life drained out of him, thinking again, what a waste. She waited 60 seconds and checked for a pulse- none. His eyes were now lifeless. She withdrew the knife and wiped the blood from it on his stomach.

She then sanitized the room, removing any trace she had been there. Without a word, she dressed and left, walking to her rental car and stopping at a gas station, where she vomited in the bathroom. This had never happened to her.

The next day at her apartment, she got a text from Brandy on her burner phone. Thanks, sister. Drinks on me

It was unusual to meet with a client after payment had been accepted, but this had been an unusual contract. She met Brandy at a high-end restaurant downtown. Brandy strutted in wearing a tight blue dress with matching heels and no wedding ring. Noticing Julia's appraisal of her ring finger, she said "Best $250K I ever spent. Sold the ring, and now I just wait for his two million dollar life insurance policy before I shop for my next husband."

Julia felt her mouth drop open. "Catching flies, honey?" Brandy's southern drawl mimicked Julia's. "He said he loved you, never cheated on you" Julia murmured.

Brandy's laugh drew some stares from other patrons. "Oh I'm sure he did love me. Just as much as I loved his money!" she said, her voice lower, an intimate conversation between what looked like two wealthy attractive women. "And cheating? That man didn't know the meaning of the word. Wouldn't even do it playing tennis."

"But the photos... you were beaten. Him and the hooker..." Julia's voice trailed off.

"He probably told you I crashed my car" Brandy replied. Julia nodded. "Well I did. I'm a great actress" she said, putting the back of one hand to her head "Oh, it was so painful!" She laughed again, gentler this time. "And the 'hooker'. Yeah, she was a hooker. But the man- notice how you never saw his face? I loaned a homeless guy Harry's clothes and watch, then paid him $100 to beat the girl. I took the pics myself, couldn't be too clear, so we used a motel room- just like you did" smiling like the cat that ate the canary, she continued. "And thanks to you, my hands are clean. I get to play the grieving widow as the police try to pin his death on me- which they'll never be able to do thanks to you, dear. I have a rock solid alibi for last night."

Julia's instinct was to come across the table and rip Brandy's throat out, but the prime directive of the Widows was they didn't hurt women- even conniving ones like Brandy. Julia lost her appetite. Her instincts had been right about Harold- she had killed an innocent man. That had never happened with the Widows. Lost in thought and anger, Brandy's words brought her back to present time. "Thank you so much, dear. We'll have to do this again!" Brandy paid the check and left. Julia sat there and fought back tears before leaving five minutes later.

In the weeks that followed, like most organizations that have a policy failure, Julia went before the Widow council and explained what had happened in order to change policy. Her request was to change the way they did things- a full background on the woman as well as the man. Denial of contract and no refund if the woman falsified the allegations. Ability to abort if the allegations were unsupported. Her second in command, Isabella, knew something had changed her boss. The council debated Julia's ideas and finally agreed to them with a vote of 10-2.

After the vote, Isabella met privately with Julia. Isabella, the pretty long haired Latina brunette a few years older than Jane, was a master-level forger and hacker. She handled things such as documents the Widows used to travel and buy things when needed so nothing could be traced directly. Up until now, the organization had a 100 percent success rate.

"What's on you mind, boss?" Isabella pried gently. "He was innocent" Julia said flatly. "And I killed him." Isabella put her arm around Julia, comforting her. "You couldn't have known that. You know men will say anything to avoid the knife." Isabella like the other Widows had been recruited young, but Julia had seen where her true skills laid and had pulled her from the field after just two kills. "But I did know that. Deep down. Woman's instinct or whatever you want to call it. I put on my sexy tennis outfit and almost begged him to play with me- shot me down cold. Then in the motel? Black satin bra. No wig, my long blonde hair- just like his wife..." she spat the last word, still revulsed at Brandy's trickery. "No interest in doing anything other than talking with me. He told me the photos were from a car crash. Izzie, deep down, I knew he was telling the truth... but right after rule #1, 'we don't hurt women', is rule #2..."

"We don't fall in love with our target" Isabella finished her sentence. She had been on the committee that drafted and approved that rule. "Oh Julia, I'm so sorry... is there anything I can do?"

Julia looked at Isabella and said softly "Yes. Bring him back to life." Isabella hugged Julia. "I'm not Jesus. I can't work that kind of miracle, boss." Julia whispered in her ear. "I know. But you and only you can give me a reminder of him. Make me a passport with his photo and a new identity. Doesn't need your usual level of background, just something I can remember him by. And one more request, a special one. This is just between you and I." Isabella's soft brown eyes met Julia's sad blue eyes and she said "Of course. Anything that I'm able to do."

"I want.. I want to be his wife. Not Brandy. Make me Mrs. whatever name you give him."

Isabella paused. "I can do that in a day. Very easy. This one, he really got to you, didn't he?"

"More than you know."

It was after that when Julia slowly turned cold. The bitterness crept up on her slowly. She still wondered what if often, seeing herself happy with Harold, hundreds of miles away, living a normal life. If only she'd listened to that small inner voice.

With what she had found out about Nick and Nya, now many years later Jane was approaching a similar crossroad. They had talked about Jane leaving. She had this crazy romantic notion in her pretty head about finding a good man and moving out west to a ranch. How could Julia tell her to abandon what her heart felt and remain with this organization? It was too late for Julia, but Jane- she still had a chance. Julia traced the face on the passport and said softly "Goodnight Mr. Patterson. I love you" before putting both back in and securing the drawer.
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Chapter 4: Bad Intel, Good Surveillance
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Jane tracked Nick to a midtown bar that evening—dark wood, leather booths, the kind of place where powerful men went to unwind. But Nick ordered a single whiskey, sipped it slowly, and spent most of his time staring at his wedding ring. He didn't even glance at the blonde in the tight dress who slid onto the stool beside him. Not a hooker, Jane thought, she knew the type since that was a role she had to play occasionally. More likely a lonely housewife from the suburbs looking to spice up her life. The blonde hadn't even bothered to take off her rings. Jane watched from the shadows as he politely excused himself after five minutes of her chatter. Not taking the bait here either, she noted for future reference.

Back in her rented apartment, Jane pulled up the footage from Nya's latest "motel meeting." The trainer—lean, cocky, early thirties—had left with an envelope tucked into his waistband. But it was the timestamp that caught her attention: 3:16 PM. Nick’s credit card records showed a florist charge at 3:22 PM—delivery to Nya’s office. The same day, every week. A twisted ritual: flowers for the wife, cash for the lover. Jane’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. Something wasn’t adding up. Why would a woman framing her husband for child abuse bother keeping up appearances with flowers? Only a complete narcissist would do that. As she reviewed what was known about Nya, it became clear that was exactly what Nya was. Broken home, educational scholarship and after graduation a job at the hospice where Nick's first wife Elise died. She had wormed her way into his heart and then his bed and now his bank account. Jane decided all Nya cared about was his bank account. Jane typed in the daily report of movement and activity and sent it to Julia, then took a nice long soak in the tub.

The next morning, Jane tailed Nick to a nondescript office building downtown. Through binoculars from a parking garage across the street, she watched him unlock a private elevator with a keycard. Odd. His company headquarters were twelve blocks north. Izzie hacked the building’s leasing records within minutes—a shell corporation, one of dozens under his name. But the security feed showed a different story: inside, the space was stripped bare except for a single chair facing a wall of monitors. Nick sat there, unmoving, watching footage of Nya laughing with the trainer. His shoulders trembled. Not with rage. With grief. Jane’s grip tightened on the binoculars. This wasn’t surveillance. This was self-torture.

By noon, he’d moved to a soup kitchen in the worst part of the city. Jane blended into the line of homeless patrons, watching as Nick rolled up his sleeves and ladled chili like he’d done it a thousand times before. The regulars called him by name—not “Mr. Daniels” but “Nick the Quick” for how fast he served. One toothless woman grabbed his wrist. “Your girl still comin’ round?” she asked. Nick’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Not today, Mags.” Jane noted the way his knuckles whitened around the ladle. Later, digging through trash bags outside, she found receipts proving he’d been funding the place anonymously for years.

At 2:37 PM, his driver dropped him at a nondescript medical building. Jane tailed him inside, catching the elevator just before the doors closed. The smell of antiseptic clung to the walls. Sixth floor: pediatric oncology. Nurses greeted him with tired smiles. A little girl in a wheelchair lit up when she saw him. “Uncle Nick!” He crouched to her level, producing a stuffed unicorn from his briefcase. The way his thumb brushed over her IV bruises—too gentle, too knowing—sent an unfamiliar pang through Jane’s ribs. Initial surveillance had missed this. All of it. That’s why hands-on was needed.

Nick left at 4:08 PM, jacket slung over his shoulder, tie loose. He didn’t head home or to the office. Instead, he walked three miles to a graveyard. Jane kept her distance, tracking him through headstones until he stopped at a modest plot. Fresh lilies lay against the stone. He didn’t kneel. Didn’t speak. Just stood there, fingers tracing the dates etched in granite. Jane zoomed in with her binoculars, catching the name: Elise Daniels. Beloved Wife. The dates lined up with his first wife’s obituary. Breast cancer. Nurse Nya had entered the picture a couple of months later.

At 5:43 PM, he entered a boxing gym in a neighborhood too rough for CEOs. The owner clapped him on the back, tossed him wraps. For forty-five minutes, Nick pounded a heavy bag until his knuckles hurt. Jane leaned against a rusted fire escape across the street, chewing gum, counting his rhythm. Every third strike came harder—left hook, always the left. After, he sat alone in the showers, head in his hands, water turning cold at his feet.

By 7:20 PM, he was clean-shaven again, Italian leather shoes clicking through the financial district. But instead of heading into the glass towers, he ducked into a tiny bookstore. The clerk—an old woman with ink-stained fingers—handed him a paper bag without asking. Jane watched through the window as he tucked it inside his coat like contraband. Later, in his parked car, he tore open The Count of Monte Cristo to a dog-eared page. His lips moved silently over the passage where Edmond swears vengeance. Then he carefully smoothed the crease and drove away.

At 9:17 PM, Jane watched his penthouse lights flicker on. She adjusted her parabolic mic just in time to catch the tail end of Nya’s laughter—sharp as broken glass. “You’re late.” Nick’s reply was a murmur. Then the unmistakable thunk of ice hitting crystal. Three pours. Always three. Through the telescopic lens, Jane saw Nya’s trainer lounging on their couch, bare feet on the coffee table. Nick’s wedding ring flashed as he handed the man a drink without looking at him. The trainer grinned, swirling the scotch like he’d won something.

Jane’s burner buzzed—Julia’s latest dossier update. Nya’s drug operation was bigger than they’d thought. The trainer wasn’t just a courier; he was moving product through four high schools now. Jane’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. She should be documenting this. Instead, she watched Nick wipe a water stain off the bar cart, his shoulders rigid. His reflection in the mirror showed the truth: eyes dead as a shark’s while his mouth moved in polite conversation. Jane had seen that look before. In alleyway puddles after her first kill after the detectives.

Jane watched Nick go to bed- alone. She felt a tear run down her cheek, the first time in a long time. She told herself the tear was from exhaustion. The apartment’s AC blew too cold. But when Nick finally retreated to the master bedroom alone—Nya and her trainer still drinking in the living room—Jane’s chest ached in a way that had nothing to do with the chill. His bedside lamp stayed on. Through thermal imaging, she watched him sit at the edge of the mattress, elbows on knees, staring at his wedding ring. When he twisted it off, the motion was so slow it hurt to witness. The ring went into a velvet box beside a framed photo Jane couldn’t quite make out. Then Nick did something unexpected: he knelt. Not to pray. To retrieve a small black case from under the bed.

Inside was a Glock 19, well-oiled, loaded with hollow points. Jane’s breath hitched—she knew that model intimately. But what made her pulse spike was the worn leather holster beside it, the kind detectives wore. Nick ran his thumb over the badge impression with a familiarity that spoke of muscle memory. The pieces clicked together: his nervous tics, the soup kitchen, the way he’d reacted to that car horn earlier—not flinching from fear but from trained hypervigilance. This wasn’t just grief. This was tradecraft.

Nick weighed the gun in his hand—just for a second—then exhaled sharply and tucked it into his waistband. The way he moved then, shoulders squaring, stride lengthening as he paced the room, was all cop. Jane watched his lips form silent words—not yet—before he tore open the package he’d bought earlier. A yellowed newspaper clipping fluttered out. Through her scope, Jane caught the headline: APD DETECTIVE’S SUICIDE QUESTIONED. The date matched the week after her own assault. Her fingers went numb against the windowsill. Afton? No that wasn’t the name...

Nick unfolded a second document—a grainy surveillance photo of four men leaving an alley. Jane’s vision tunneled. She knew those faces better than her own. The fourth figure, slighter than the others, was barely visible in the shadows. The detective who’d hadn’t participated. Nick traced the outline of that lone silhouette with something like reverence before folding the paper away.
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