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      Seoul, South Korea

      

      On a warm summer night in the bustling city center, the well-known programmer Joon Chang-Min, better known in the cryptocurrency world as ‘Bob June’ dug his fingernails into the Persian rug toward his balcony. He left a crimson trail of blood behind him.

      High up in a penthouse surrounded on two sides by the clean glass of a high-reaching tower, the light of the pale moon peaked through rolling, dark clouds. Within the penthouse, tidily cleaned and decorated with fine, mid-century modern leather couches, the lights were dim, reflecting off glass tables and marble countertops in the kitchen in the corner of the room.

      As he crawled hand over hand away from his attacker, slowly taking strides after him, Bob June took big, gasping breaths as he bled from his side. Joon Chang-Min was young—perhaps old for a programmer of that caliber—twenty-two. Born in Seoul, he spoke fluent English since he was a child. His black hair was pulled back in a ponytail with both sides of his head shaved. He wore thick, black glasses and was known to wear XXL T-shirts on his thin frame.

      The only light came from three wide computer monitors on a glass work-table in the center of the penthouse. The glow from them cast blues, greens, and oranges into the room. In front of the monitors lay two keyboards, one a black PC keyboard, and the other a faded, white Mac one. Next to them lie an empty gas-station Code Red Mountain Dew with its top removed, and its straw lying on the floor. Along with it were a pair of Burger King wrappers, both empty and crumpled.

      The large man creeping behind Joon, rasped, “What did you do with it? Where is it?”

      Joon still inched his way toward the balcony door, with the moon seeping through the clouds. “. . . What needed to be done.”

      The attacker, a man who Bob June had known for months now, was bald and broad-shouldered. He almost had a bodybuilder physique, but more agile—and with tattoos running down his neck and arm. Bob knew he was a military man turned mercenary before he’d moved to their company. His dark eyes glared at Joon as he lumbered toward him with a barbaric knife in his hand; a military knife that looked more like a prop from a Rambo movie than anything a soldier would use—but Bob June knew better than that as the knife was now dripping in his own blood.

      “I’m not fucking around here, Joon,” the mercenary said, through teeth nearly clenched. “You cheated him. You didn’t follow the plan. Now tell me where the crypto is.”

      Joon coughed; blood spattering onto the gray tile. He reached up with his bloody hand shaking and managed to unlatch the door. He didn’t respond to the bald man wielding the bloody knife. He gritted his teeth as he slid the glass door open with a smooth rolling sound. The winds from that high up whooshed into the room.

      “What’re you gonna do? Jump?” the bald man asked, now with his black, thick-soled boots on both sides of Joon’s legs. “It's simple. You tell me what you did with the Bitcoin, and I let you live. Easy as that.”

      “I know better than to trust a man like you.” Joon inched his way onto the cement balcony. “Even if I gave it to you, I know you’d still kill me. But please, let me go. I don’t want to die. But. . .”  He coughed again into his fist. “. . . I can’t give it to you. It doesn’t belong to you, or him, or me. It belongs to them.”

      “You can spout that ideological shit all you want.” The mercenary grabbed Joon by the back of the shirt, pulling him back into the penthouse. Joon fought with all his strength, yelling for help, but the bald man tossed him back into the room. Joon landed next to his computer desk. He sat up, clutching his side, wheezing with panicked eyes.

      He glared up at his attacker. “I’d rather die than betray that principle. Crypto isn’t just about money. It's about freedom.”

      The bald man laughed then; a hearty laugh that came from deep in his chest as he clapped his hands. “Bravo. Very righteous of you.” His laughter then stopped, his brow furrowed, and his tone went sour. “Where is the crypto? Give me the seed.”

      Joon felt an explosion of pain in his side as the steel-toed tip of the bald man’s boot slammed into where the knife wound still bled, breaking his ribs. He let out a loud cry of pain, that finished with an angry snarl.

      The bald man bent, grabbed Joon’s hair and looked straight into his eyes. The mercenary’s eyes were dark like a black mamba’s. They looked like the eyes of death to Joon. “You’d rather die than tell me what you did with it?” the bald man hissed. “You die for money?”

      Joon coughed up more blood, and his face crinkled at the top of his nose as he felt the surging pain in the side of his chest. “I told you, this is about more than money, and you lied. You all lied. It was never supposed to be like this. I’m doing what I have to do, but you can still let me go. You don’t have to do this. If you kill me, you’ll never find it. It may be lost forever.”

      “I don’t believe you.” The attacker gripped Joon’s hair tighter. “I bet I could find any hacker who’d be able to crack your code. They could find where you hid it. I just need your wallets.”

      A burst of dull laughter came from Joon’s lips then, filling the room, alight in a green and blue glow in the darkness. “You know nothing about the way it was designed, do you? The odds of you cracking a seed are so minuscule, it’s almost zero. You are a fool—all muscle, and no mind.”

      “I’ll take my chances with another hacker,” the bald man said. “Give it to me, and this will all be over. You’ll wake up in the hospital, and all this will have been like a bad dream. . . a nightmare.” He held his hand out with his palm upturned. “The wallet, and the seed. . .”

      Joon closed his eyes, took a deep breath, as if weighing the choice laid out before him. As he opened his mouth as if to speak, he opened his eyes, and spat a string of mucousy-blood onto the man’s hand. “I’ll never give it to you,” he said. “It's not for you. There’s too much power in it, for a son of a bitch like you to take.”

      The bald man shook his hand, flinging the blood onto Joon, and wiped his palm on his shirt. Then he stood, with his silver belt buckle nearly next to Joon’s face. He flashed the knife in front of his face, its sharp tip and serrated back inching past his nose. A Glock 19 was still holstered in his belt on his right hip.

      “Have it your way,” the bald man said. “There were only two ways this was going to work out. Those were my orders. Just know that you chose this.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Joon said. “You can let me go, deep inside you know I did the right thing. Surely, even someone like you can find the heart to know that.”

      “You give me too much credit,” the man said lowering the knife to Joon’s abdomen. “I have no heart.”
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      Kansas City, MO, USA

      

      In a mid-sized apartment halfway across the world from Seoul, a man sat at his wooden desk he’d had since the eighties, enjoying a splendid, calm afternoon.

      Kansas City could be a confusing place for people who’ve never been there. It was one of the only places in the country where a big city was separated into two states. He lived on the Missouri side, in a quaint neighborhood known as Columbus Park. The buildings were almost completely fashioned of old bricks, had one of the old Italian staple restaurants of the city, and now had a vibrant Vietnamese population. Not to mention some of the best Pho in the city.

      Thomas Merten sat in his leather office chair, with the warm afternoon sunlight sifting through the vinyl blinds lining the window in front of him. The desk was a polished dark hardwood seven feet long, with a newer HP computer shoved off into the corner. The black keyboard looked slightly dusty. The desk was organized neatly, with a single pen held upright by a stand with a wooden base. The pen had an American Flag with a gold outline on its side.

      Thomas brushed his graying, tan hair back. It wasn’t long enough to cover his eyes but would stick to his forehead when the sweat came. He flipped on an ugly, round, fading white fan. The rest of the room was ordained with a half-dirty pair of Levis draped over the back of a high-back, gray-cloth chair. A twin mattress with a blue duvet lies in the corner of the room.

      Two posters from the movies, The Outsiders and The Fugitive, hung on the white walls. The poster of the first was the iconic shot of seven of the hottest celebrities from the eighties, each in black, denim jackets or sleeveless tees. It was a Francis Ford Coppola picture for god’s sake, of course it had a star-studded cast; Tom Cruise, Patrick Swayze and Ralph Macchio just to name a few!

      The film was based on the novel by S.E. Hinton, and Thomas felt it was one of the few books he’d read where, the movie wasn’t ‘better.’ But he didn’t mind the adaptation. He enjoyed the whole idea of ‘greasers,’ and the classist symbology that carried. When Thomas was younger, (he was born in the late seventies), he even wanted to be one of the greasers, and be an Outsider. That’s before he grew up though, and got the old J-O-B.

      The Fugitive wasn’t so much like the old Coppola classic. . .  Its poster had Harrison Ford, in his middle-age years, running next to a subway car that was moving so fast it was a blur of light, with only a window visible. The tag-line was perhaps what Thomas liked most about the poster though—it read;

      A murdered wife.

      A one-armed man.

      An obsessed detective.

      The chase begins.

      Thomas never had to chase anyone through a subway in his line of work, as they did in the movies.

      Stretching out nearly the entire length of the table was a cylindrical fuselage of thin metal. Around it was placed a nose cone, parachute, padding for recovery, custom-cut metal fins and the engine mount.

      Thomas built rockets, but not the cheap ones a boy scout would build at camp. No, he built head-high sized rockets with custom-built engines. These rockets were so big, and went so high, Thomas thought he was probably on some list somewhere by the FBI or FAA. He had to go far out into the country to shoot these babies off.

      A normal rocket you might buy for twenty dollars online may go up two-thousand feet, if built correctly. Thomas’ rockets had a maximum altitude in the ten-thousand feet range—high enough to be considered dangerous for some aircraft. He’d never shoot one of his rockets into the sky with helicopters flying around, and he knew he was breaking the law, but hey, you gotta live a little sometimes.

      If he wasn’t on a list for firing off illegal rockets, he most assuredly was on a list for the materials required to build the engine. Thomas built mini, directional bombs that created the lift for the rocket.

      He took the parachute, a green, thin plastic that he’d cut and sewn himself in an octagonal shape. He’d already sewn the suspension lines into its corners and had folded it up neatly before setting it back onto the desk. Running his fingers along the smooth metal of the fuselage, he said to himself, “Nice. I think a gold paint will do for you.”

      Outside the window a jet flew high in the clouds, leaving two long lines of ‘steam’ behind them. He sat back in his chair with his arms folded and he laughed to himself thinking about the conspiracy about chemtrails.

      I don’t trust our government more than any other true patriot, but I sure as hell don’t see the point in a government poisoning their own people. Idiots. . .

      That did give him enough of a spark of curiosity to power on his computer. He scooted his chair over to it and a blip of light flashed across the computer screen. He entered his passcode—apple—after one of the stocks he’d purchased that had created enough interest for him to live off comfortably after the divorce. He also enjoyed the irony of that password on a machine running Windows.

      I wonder if I’m on a list for that too.

      Thomas had left the computer with the standard desktop background that came with Windows, casting a nice blue hue off the screen. He moved the mouse over the Google Chrome icon, ready to read some nut’s theories about chemtrails, but an alert popped in from the bottom right section of the screen. Seeing the sender and subject of the e-mail made him move his mouse to it quickly, and he took a deep breath before he clicked on it.

      “Shit,” he said in a gruff voice. “I don’t want to go back to D.C.”

      The e-mail popped open, and Thomas knew just by the sender they were looking to bring him back to work. The sender was Wyatt Smith, more of a friend now than a colleague. It was amusing to him the title Wyatt had at the bottom of his e-mails. It called him Associate Director of the Office of General Counsel. What the hell is general counsel?

      A more appropriate title for Wyatt would be something like—Director of Investing Fucking Crooked Bankers.

      He had to enter his secret twelve-digit ID number to get the details of the e-mail to appear. He entered it in, and the short e-mail’s contents were unveiled.

      It read:

      

      Dear Thomas,

      

      Yesterday, an enormous hack took place in the east. Billions of dollars were stolen off one of the largest exchanges of its type in South Korea. I know you’re not thrilled to travel on long flights, but this is a big case. Knowing you, you might want it though. Let me know soon, because I wanted the best for this one, it’s coming from the top that this one needs to get dealt with quickly.

      One more thing, and you might like this or not, but it's not a traditional exchange. It's a cryptocurrency exchange, it’s called BitX. Not sure if you’ve heard of it or not, but it’s grown from zero to a huge investment fund in less than a year.

      Give me a call and I’ll fill you in on the details. And yes, you’d have to come back to D.C. for this one.

      

      Wyatt Smith

      Associate Director of the Office of General Counsel

      (202) 551-2899

      100 F Street, NE

      Washington, DC 20549

      

      “Cryptocurrency?” Thomas said. “I don’t know anything about that stuff.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Underneath the northern side of the vast Olympic Bridge sat a black BMW two-door sedan. The bridge, at its center, had four legs that mounted up to a high point, resembling a torch with a sort of twirling wicker at its top that is supposed to depict the Olympic fire.

      In the early morning glow of the rising sun, the BMW was filled with the sounds of heavy metal music, the band—Mastodon. Blazing dual guitar solos and double-kick drums echoed as the man stared at a collection of USB-looking drives in his hand—ten to be exact. The bald man had left Bob June’s condo after rummaging throughout the entire apartment.

      Joon had kept all the drives in a drawer in his computer desk, not a very secretive place. Each one had a hinge that could fold out a cover that would reveal the USB male end. All the drives had a digital screen on the side of them, where the amount of cryptocurrency held on each would be displayed—once your password was correctly inputted. The man knew these drives were the most secure way to keep crypto, these drives are known as ledgers, the only other safe option would be a paper wallet.

      The bald man with the blue eyes had a thin black shirt on, had a tattoo of a knife on his throat, and had cauliflower ears—a common symptom MMA fighters would get from getting punched or kicked too much. He tossed the ledgers onto the passenger seat’s black leather and clicked down the volume of the music on the steering wheel as he looked out at the reflection of the sun on the Han’s choppy water from the boats and ferries moving along.

      “Call him,” he said in a gruff voice in the car.

      Calling him, the car replied.

      The phone rang three times from the speakers, then with a click, the ringing stopped.

      “Niklas,” the voice of a man said from the speakers, from the slight accent it was notable that English wasn’t his first language.

      “Yes, it’s me.” Niklas scratched his head.

      “Well?” the man said.

      “I visited him, but he wouldn’t give me the seed. I found his drives, but I don’t think he’d be stupid enough to keep the seed phrases or any paper wallets written in his apartment. He probably wrote them down somewhere else, a lockbox of some sort, or with a friend. I doubt he gave anything to his family.”

      “What was his state when you left him?” the man asked.

      “Messy,” Niklas said.

      The man on the other end of the phone call sighed. “That’s not what I asked you to do.” Another sigh. “Well, we’ll just have to figure out a way to move forward. We have to find that Bitcoin. I agree he wouldn’t have left it on a ledger right next to his computer. He must have used a paper wallet. My people have located where the Bitcoin was moved to, but we need that seed phrase. Find his friends or family if you need to.”

      “I’ll go through his cell phone records to see where he’s been the last couple of days,” Niklas said. “Shouldn’t be tough. With any luck, we’ll find the lockbox.”

      Again, the man on the other end of the line sighed. “Goddammit, Joon. . .  Goddammit. . .  Have you seen the market cap since the incident?”

      “Yes,” Niklas said. “A thirty-five percent drop in Bitcoin’s market cap alone. The alt coins are following it down.”

      “Investors are scared,” the man said. “We’ve got to get that Bitcoin, and soon. . .”

      “I’m just buying more.” Niklas smiled.

      “This isn’t about a couple of Bitcoin,” the man snapped. “I’m not trying to get you a deal on your personal crypto portfolio. This is about the entire market!”

      “Sorry, sir.” Niklas leaned back and folded his strong arms over his chest.

      “I suppose I’ll have someone go over to his condo and call the police. You checked the entirety of his place?”

      “I did,” Niklas said. “Nothing. I gathered his computer and laptop for your hackers, in case something is in there.”

      “If there is,” the man said, “it's going to be deep and hidden, encrypted and some sort of riddle. But I think you’re right, the Bitcoin is on a paper wallet. Yes, go track where he’s been running around to recently, that’s a good place to start. Be quick, the government is slow, but they may be quick to get involved now. We expect the Americans to get involved too, but we’ll deal with that when it comes.”

      “The Americans?” Niklas furrowed his brow. “Why would they get involved? It’s not their money.”

      “Actually, quite a bit of the lost Bitcoin belongs to investors in the west, from small fish to four whales.”

      “Whales?” Niklas asked. “How much did they own?”

      “These four owned over one million USD in Bitcoin on the BitX exchange alone. They will surely have reached out to the SEC by now. I know I would,” the man said. “And this is a down market, once the market spikes again, it’s feasible with market cycles that that one million could be ten or twenty million.”

      “Doubt it's going that high anytime soon after this,” Niklas said.

      “Unless we get it back,” the man hissed.

      “I’ll get it back.” Niklas took a pair of Mykita sunglasses from his center-section console and placed them on his face.

      “Be sure you do,” the man said, “and Niklas, no more messes unless you hear that directly from me. Keep it clean.” The phone call ended with a click.

      Niklas cleared his throat and thumbed the metal music back up. He shifted the car into first gear and sped off with a screeching sound of tires on wet cement.

      “No more messes. . .”  he said to himself. “The suits always say that, but they don’t know. . .  They think everything is so simple. Easy to say when your hands are just as dirty as mine, but you don’t have to do any of the work.”
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      The next day, after leaving the two-thirds completed rocket on his desk, Thomas made his way to MCI Airport. He’d been booked on the 8:45 departure via American Airlines to Washington D.C. The company had booked him a business class ticket, which wasn’t uncommon, but the upgrade usually meant they needed urgent help.

      He’d brought a book on the plane, Jurassic Park; The Lost World, but after reading one page, flipped through the movies on the plane. He ended up watching the first thirty minutes of Citizen Kane before falling asleep. He landed at DCA, or the Ronald Reagan National Airport, fifteen minutes early. He disembarked with only carry-on luggage, a canvas bag with a single strap. Thomas wore a tan suit with a dark-gray tie. His hair was neatly combed back, and he wore a pair of sunglasses he didn’t remember or care to remember the name of.

      Making his way out of the airport, he quickly found a heavy-set man holding a sign with Merten neatly scribbled across it.

      “Have a good trip, sir?” The man in the dark blue suit, with a kind smile and a long, thin ponytail running down his back gestured for Thomas to hand him his luggage. Thomas did so, he always felt strange handing over a single bag to a driver, but it was easier and less awkward to just give them the bag.

      “Fine, thank you.” Thomas followed the man out of the airport and into the gloomy afternoon air.

      “First time to the capital?” the driver asked as he popped the trunk open to the black, four-door Ford.

      “Unfortunately, not.” Thomas opened the door and sat on the back seat. “I’ve been here more times than I care to count.”

      “Oh.” The driver shut the trunk and moved to the driver seat. “Seems to be the consensus. Most of my patrons either love it or hate it. They usually love it if it’s their first time here, and they’re going site-seeing.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” Thomas said, as the driver pulled away from the airport. “It’s always been for business for me. And I always seem to see the dirt first, bad luck I suppose.”

      The driver chuckled, shifting in his seat. “Everybody knows the politics in this city is far from clean, that’s for sure.”

      After a quick twelve-minute drive over the Potomac River, the driver let him out in front of the SEC headquarters. Thomas made his way in, after leaving the driver with a fiver. He made his way through security quickly, with one of the attendants welcoming him by his first name before even looking at his ID.

      He took the elevator up three floors and nodded to Wyatt’s secretary with a smile. She stood, smiling back, went to the office door, and opened it for him. She was a petite woman with wrinkles at the corners of her mouth, probably from years of smoking, he thought.

      “Right on time,” she said, “Wyatt said that about you.”

      “I don’t like to be late,” Thomas said.

      He walked into the office, with Wyatt sitting at his computer, scrolling through something. Wyatt was a barrel-chested man with thinning hair, thick eyebrows, and a short, blond beard. He wore old-fashioned, wide glasses and had his pinstriped shirt rolled up, showing his hairy arms and gold watch.

      “Thomas, welcome.” He stood, walking around the desk he went and shook his hand. “Please sit, I hope your flight went well.”

      “It did.” Thomas set his bag down and sat in the leather chair on the left side, and Wyatt sat with his back to the huge window behind him that showed downtown D.C., and the White House hidden behind the buildings. “Now, I came because you asked me to, but I don’t know the slightest bit about cryptocurrencies.”

      “I know, I know.” Wyatt rubbed his forehead. “But we’ve got some real players in this one, Americans, who want the best looking into this.” He leaned forward with his elbows on the desk. “Think about cryptocurrencies like money. That’s your specialty, you need to follow the money.”

      “But they aren’t money.” Thomas frowned. “Any Joe can just make one, right? How’s that have any value?”

      “Listen,” Wyatt said, “I don’t know, either, all right? But what’s happening behind the scenes is even getting everyone all hot-and-bothered. Even the banks are buying them up in secret. The big exchanges are getting in, the retirement conglomerates are getting in, and the big boys in New York too. Something is coming, and whatever happened in Seoul, they want it cleaned up, and quickly.”

      “OK.” Thomas leaned back in his chair, putting his elbows on the chair arms, and pressing his fingers together in front of him. “So what happened?”

      “Someone somehow hacked one of the biggest exchanges of cryptocurrency in Korea; BitX.”

      “BitX?” Thomas winced. “Doesn’t sound like the most legit name for an exchange.”

      “Regardless,” Wyatt said, “a lot of Bitcoin was taken.”

      “You said billions in your e-mail,” Thomas said. “That’s a lot of money, if it’s real money.”

      Wyatt turned and grabbed a loose piece of paper on the side of his desk and held it up close for him to read. “Five-hundred and eighty-five thousand Bitcoin gone.”

      “That’s worth a billion dollars?” Thomas asked.

      “It’s technically worth over two billion U.S.,” Wyatt said, “at least before the market slid after news of the hack.”

      “All right.” Thomas leaned forward in his chair. “Well, you know me, this is my cynical side coming out. Why don’t they just make more of it? I mean, that’s what it is, right? Made-up money?”

      “I don’t pretend to be an expert on this new technology,” Wyatt said, “but that’s one interesting part of crypto—or at least Bitcoin itself—there can’t be any more made. . .”  He picked up the paper again and looked at it. “There’s supposedly only going to be twenty-one million Bitcoins ever created.”

      Thomas rubbed his chin. “Interesting, I didn’t know that.”

      “It's coded in there, I guess,” Wyatt said.

      “So, this hack,” Thomas said, “represents roughly three percent of the total supply. . .  that’s no small amount. I’ll have to go to Korea for this one.” Wyatt nodded. “Does this happen often? Hacks like this?”

      “Not on large exchanges like this one,” Wyatt said. “The big ones hire the best coders and security programmers in the world sometimes. . . because it's so in right now. . .”  He glanced at the paper again. “This exchange has one of the best as its lead developer—Joon Chang-Min, known as Bob June on Twitter. There was another big hack known as Mt. Gox years ago, and that’s still unresolved.”

      “I don’t like leaving loose, messy ends. I’ll do my best.”

      “I know you will, that’s why I reached out to you first. You’re booked on a flight the day after tomorrow, should give you a little time for research.”

      “Sounds good,” Thomas said, “that it?”

      Wyatt reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver phone, handing it to Thomas, who rolled his eyes. “We really need to be that secret?”

      “These hackers are good,” Wyatt said, “if you found anything, they are skilled at snatching funds up in seconds. If you want to call your ex or daughter, you can always use your private phone. You talked with Sarah lately? If you don’t mind my asking. . .”

      “It’s been a few months, it kind of got left in her court,” Thomas said. “But I’ll give her a call before I go.”

      “You never think it’ll be this difficult when children get older,” Wyatt said, folding his arms over his chest. “One of my sons thinks I’m the bad guy just for doing my job—that I’m working for the man.”

      “Don’t fool yourself, Wyatt. We most certainly are working for the man.”

      “Sarah doesn’t think you’re evil though,” Wyatt said, “you can rekindle that relationship I bet.”

      “You may be evil,” Thomas said, “but you weren’t a neglectful drunk.” He ran his fingers through his hair, looking out the window.

      “It’s been years,” Wyatt said. “People change.”

      “You know something, Wyatt, the older I get, the more I doubt the truth in that statement. People don’t change, they just pretend. Everyone out there is just pretending to be what they think they’re supposed to be.”

      “Man. . .”  Wyatt laughed. “You’ve been locked away in that apartment alone too long with your rockets, I think this case will be good for you. You can get some fresh air and be around people again.”

      “We’ll see, maybe I’m turning into my father, grouchy and cynical.”

      “Just don’t get too sarcastic,” Wyatt said. “You know what they say about sarcasm.”

      “It's just the truth veiled,” Thomas said. “Well, let's see if we can get to the truth of what happened in Korea.”

      “If you need anything,” Wyatt said, “don’t hesitate.”

      They both stood and shook hands. “Thanks, sounds like I’ve got some serious reading up to do on cryptocurrencies. I don’t see the value in it quite yet, but if that much Bitcoin is really worth billions, I could see why someone would want to take it.”
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      After his meeting with Wyatt, Thomas didn’t quite yet want to go back to the hotel room they’d booked him in. He instead headed down the street to one of the only places he enjoyed in the city, and although he couldn’t indulge like he used to, he made his way into the dingy, dimly lit bar.

      The place was called Roman’s Tavern, and as soon as he swung the door and walked in his shoulders relaxed, and he loosened his tie. The bar was dimly lit with an aged pool table in the middle of the room along with a single pinball machine. A place like this one used to be Thomas’ favorite type of dive bar. Walking over to the bartop, an eight-seater with many scratches and glass stains covered over with a newish coat of polyurethane, he laid his bag on the ground next to him and rested his elbows on the bar. He didn’t recognize the bartender or the other patron sitting at the far end of the bar, his face nearly-obscured by what appeared to be the New York Times.

      The bartender came over, he was a man who appeared to be in his late twenties, had a curled dark mustache, and was wearing a neat button-up vest.

      “How we doin’?” he asked, placing both of his palms on the bartop.

      “I’m good, just getting in town,” Thomas said, peering up at the television screen in the upper right, with one corner hidden by hanging wine glasses.

      “Well, welcome, then. What can I get ya?”

      “Soda with lime, please.”

      The bartender went over, scooped the ice, sprayed the liquid in from the gun, and squeezed a lime wedge in. “Starting a tab?”

      Thomas nodded. “Thanks.”

      On the tube, there was a Manchester United game going on, which the bartender seemed keen on watching. Thomas didn’t know the other acronym for the other team, but he knew about MUFC. That was one of Sarah’s favorite teams, as she’d played a bit of soccer in college. He took a drink of the soda.

      The game was tied 1-1, and in its final minutes of stoppage time for the first half. Thomas took the phone Wyatt had given him out of his pocket, he noticed it was an iPhone. He used the same code he always had to unlock the phone. There was Safari, call, e-mail, and text features, but not much else. Thomas set it on the bar just as the refs blew the final whistle for half-time.

      “That’s one thing I always appreciated about soccer, or futbol rather,” Thomas said to the young man, “no commercials except for half-time.”

      “Yeah, it’s a lot better than American Football,” the man said.

      As the program was about to head into commercial break an ad rolled across the short wall that encircled the field—it was an ad for. . . Bitcoin?

      Thomas looked at the bartender, scanning the man’s youth and seeming hipsterishness. “Can I ask you a question about something in that game? Not sure if you know or not.” Thomas shuffled on the stool.

      The bartender nodded, leaning back on the backside of the bar near the register with his hands stuffed in his pockets.

      “That ad for Bitcoin.” He motioned to it rolling along the digital screen.

      The man acknowledged it with a flick of his head.

      “I’m new to this stuff, and. . .  It doesn’t give any company name or where to get it. What kind of ad is that?”

      “I think it's just, like, the Bitcoin foundation or something advertising it,” the bartender said casually.

      “So, who's making money off people buying it?” Thomas asked. “What's the point of that ad besides exposure?”

      “Well, when you buy it, you usually pay a small fee with the company you get it from,” the bartender said, crossing his arms over his chest now. “I like it better than paying the 6-7-dollar fee buying stocks though. It's nice when you buy little bits at a time.”

      “You own Bitcoin?” Thomas asked.

      “Me, no,” the man said. “I own a few, mostly Litecoin.”

      Thomas raised an eyebrow at the man.

      “Bitcoin’s cool,” the man said, reaching over, grabbing a drink in a coffee cup with a black lid and took a sip. “I prefer Litecoin, though.”

      “Why’s that, if you don’t mind my asking?” Thomas took a sip and leaned back. He noticed a man at the end of the bar seemed intent on listening to their conversation now.

      “Well, it’s cheaper for one. I like owning whole investments, not fractions. Bitcoin’s worth its value, but it's expensive to buy a whole one. Shit, I believe someday it’ll be a hundred times its value.” The bartender's eyes went wide. “But when that happens, Litecoin may be worth a thousand times its value.”

      “One-hundred thousand percent return?” the stranger at the end of the bar said. “Good luck with that.” He turned back to his newspaper.

      The bartender shrugged. “Litecoin’s been almost one dollar I think, and it’s been up to almost three hundred at one point. There’s tons of people who got rich off it, and I plan to be one of them.”

      “Why would you want to invest in something like that?” the stranger said.

      “Why wouldn’t you?” The bartender laughed. “It's risky sure, but I love it.”

      “Gambling is what it is,” the stranger said. “Anonymous gambling.”

      “I guess you could call it that.” The bartender took another sip of coffee. “But if you ask me the risk to reward is so much greater. You just gotta keep it safe is all. That’s the hard part.”

      “Litecoin. . .”  Thomas said under his breath.

      “If you’re interested, I’ll get you a referral link,” the bartender said.

      Thomas waved it off with a smile. “I’m an old stock dog.”

      Ten minutes passed, as the bartender had put on some music and turned down the commercials to the game. The first song was Gigantic by the Pixies, which Thomas recognized, but the next songs were newer, and he didn’t know them.

      “Mind if I ask you another question?” Thomas asked the bartender, and the man nodded, pouring more soda water into his glass with the gun. “You said you own other cryptocurrencies. Why do you own them if you believe in Litecoin so much?”

      “More risk, more reward,” he said flatly.

      “So, they’re like your small caps, aggressive, or penny stocks?”

      The bartender nodded. “One of my favorites grew over one million percent before. I wasn’t in it yet, but again, someone made a shit ton off that one.”

      “What’s the name of that one?” Thomas asked.

      “Verge,” the man said with a twinkle in his eye.

      Thomas laughed with his hands on his pant legs. “One million percent in a year? That’s ridiculous.”

      “Hey, man, it’s just math.” The bartender shrugged. “Look, if you’re really interested, and you understand stocks, go through the market caps of these stocks. Verge was something tiny, like point, zero, zero, zero, zero, one of a cent. Then it went to twenty-five cents. Here, the bartender took a bar-napkin and scribbled on it, sliding it over to Thomas after. It was a website. Check it out, it's all there.”

      “Thanks, I will,” Thomas said, sliding it into his pocket.

      “Don’t buy any of that shit.” The stranger ruffled his newspaper. “It's all a scam.”

      Thomas chuckled. “Hard to argue with one million percent gains, you have any idea how much a five-hundred-dollar investment would turn into with that? You wouldn’t risk that much?”

      “No way,” the man said, still staring at his paper.

      The iPhone buzzed on the bar, and Thomas picked it up. The text was anonymous, as they always were on those government phones before you enter your passcode. He did and saw it was from Wyatt.

      It read:

      

      We need you back in.

      Now we’ve got a body.

      It’s the guy I mentioned.

      Joon Chang-Min.
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      Still clutching onto his bag, Thomas found himself back inside Wyatt’s office. The only difference now was the sun hung a little lower in the sky beyond his desk, and the feeling that a case he hadn’t even started yet had become one of murder.

      Wyatt had a heavier look on his face; his bushy eyebrows frowned and the wrinkles on his forehead grew deeper. As Thomas entered, Wyatt looked up at him and cast a manila envelope on the desk, showing the picture he’d been glaring at.

      “Get a load of this.” He spun his chair toward the large window with the cityscape of D.C. in the background. A large bird flew past at a frightening speed. It was so large, and with such a long wingspan, it must have been a hawk, Thomas thought.

      Thomas grabbed the envelope and glanced at the color picture with the white bleed around it. It was of a young Korean man sitting up, with his head leaning back on an expensive, blue-leather office chair like some sort of professional video-gamer would use, and his hands lay loosely over a blood covered shirt many times larger than a person his size would wear. Joon’s eyes were opened wide, showing the true anguish of his last living moments behind his thick glasses.

      “Terrible.” Thomas put the picture on the back side of the envelope, stuck his hand inside, and looked to Wyatt for confirmation to proceed.

      Wyatt nodded. “Go ahead.”

      Thomas sat, crossed his legs and pulled the contents from the packet. It was roughly twenty pages, most of them more photos from the crime scene, including the trail of blood that led from the computer desk to the outside door, patio, and then back to the desk.

      “Fucker tortured him with a knife.” Wyatt rubbed the sides of his head. “What kind of man uses a knife like that? Couldn’t he have just put a gun to the side of the programmer’s head like a normal psychopath?”

      “I see your dark sense of humor hasn’t changed,” Thomas said, scratching the back of his hand. “This is pretty sick stuff, though. Someone’s either out to get information or cover something up. But why kill someone in such a way to cover their trail? It doesn’t make it look any less suspicious. The person who did this. . . enjoyed it.”

      “You don’t need to go to the crime scene unless you decide. . .”  Wyatt ran his hand down his tie, with his knee bobbing up and down.

      “I’m no homicide investigator,” Thomas said, laying the photos, papers and envelope flat on the desk, “I investigate money trails, money fraud, things like that. You may not even need me for this.”

      “They’ve got the local P.D. on the case out there,” Wyatt said. “Surely they have their best detectives on it. I don’t need you looking into the murder of this programmer, but like you said, it's absolutely involved in what you’ll be looking into. All I’m saying is—you don’t have to go to the scene, but you may want to be in contact with the detectives out there, in case they find a link.”

      “Just as long as they know I’m looking for funds, not bones.”

      “I don’t think they’d appreciate an American detective working on the case of a murdered South Korean in their own capital city. This story’s about more than money. I have a feeling this won’t be the only body they find with the way this poor soul got it in the end.”

      “Well,” Thomas said, “I may stop by the scene, just in case there’s something I need to check out. But I’ll be starting on the basics first, then I’ll need to go to the BitX headquarters, for sure. There’s got to be a trail of where the money went. Nothing’s untraceable, you just have to know where to look.”

      “You’ll be meeting up with an expert out there that we’ll set you up with. We’re just looking for a reliable one; one that’s not deeply in the pocket of the government out there.”

      Thomas laughed. “I was about to ask you if I need to worry about corruption out there, but then I remembered where I am right now. The capital of corruption.”

      Wyatt frowned and laughed himself with a clap of his hands. “I’m not going to be the one to refute that. Not after the cases we’ve been through together in this city.”

      “Where there’s enough greed to show a person’s true colors, I hate to say it, but I rarely find anyone who’ll do what is right over what lines their own pockets,” Thomas said.

      “I hear Bernie Sanders is pretty upstanding.” Wyatt smirked. “Whether you’re on the right or the left, not many can argue with that. Except he has a beach house.”

      “Yeah,” Thomas said. “He may be the only honest one in Washington, even if he’s a little kooky.”

      “Remember,” Wyatt said, “when you’re out there to be careful. It looks like there’s more than guys in suits moving money around on this one. Just find the money and come home.”

      Thomas stood, and his chair let out a gentle creek. Wyatt stood and shook Thomas’ hand with a firm grip.

      “Be in touch,” Wyatt said, “safe travels.”

      Thomas nodded with a quick smile. “See you.”

      Thomas made his way down to the ground floor; a thought came to him. A thought too pervasive to brush off, even if he wanted to. But he didn’t want to. He missed her too much.

      He said goodbye to the guards at the entrance—working the metal detectors—and made his way out the door and down the stairs. Pulling his personal cell phone from his pocket, he unlocked it and went to his favorites section, and this thumb pressed on the name at the top of the list, Sarah.

      Taking a deep breath, he put the phone up to the right side of his head, as people walked by in both directions on the sidewalk in the warm, afternoon air. As the phone rang, and the trees above rustled in the breeze, he thought of the things he wanted to say.

      Sarah, it's me. . .  I’m leaving the country again. . .  No. . .

      Hey kiddo, it's been a long time. . .  No. . .

      I’m sorry for being gone so much. . .  I’ve missed you. . .  Not bad. . . but maybe not the best way to start the conversation, or maybe it would be. . .

      Then the phone clicked over to voicemail.

      ‘Hi, you’ve reached Sarah, leave a message if you want, or just text. Thanks. Bye.’

      Thomas began, “Uh, Sarah, hi. It's your dad. Just calling to say hi, I already said that. . .  I’m just heading out for work and wanted to say I miss you. I think about you a lot.” He scratched his chin, looking down both directions of the street. “I hope life is treating you well. I’ll call you when I get back.” He sighed, and his shoulders relaxed. “Take care of yourself. I love you. OK, bye.”

      Thomas ended the call, and stared down at the phone screen, and the picture of his daughter taken years ago, a picture she’d sent him of her on one of her good days. It was a selfie she took of herself. Her red hair shimmered in the sunlight behind her, she had a wide smile across her face, and her eyes looked magical.

      But that was years ago, and that was on one of her good days. . .
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      In a beige four-walled hotel room on the second floor of a Marriott Thomas sat on the double bed with his clothes still on, his shoes positioned by the door, and with his laptop lying next to him. Upon his lap was a tray of room service. He’d opted for breakfast.

      The window was cracked open a couple of inches, letting in the sounds of the city; the sound of car tires tearing around corners, the sound of whipping flags outside of his window, and people talking—most likely on their cells, he thought. He took a bite of his bagel sandwich. The eggs were scrambled and mushy, as if cooked in a microwave, but the bacon wasn’t overcooked. American cheese though. . . when are they going to stop with this shit? People would never eat this shit if it wasn’t designed to be patriotic.

      He wiped the grease off his right hand and grabbed the remote control for the TV. It turned on with a flicker of light that cast itself upon the room, and Fox News came on. Giant alligator appears on Florida Golf Course, was the tag-line beneath the far-too attractive blond woman mouthing words from a card she was reading from.

      His thumb itched to change the channel, but he had to admit to himself he wanted, no, needed to see this alligator. They dragged it on, but just as he finished his sandwich and moved onto the ovular hash brown, they finally showed it. It didn’t look real to him. The camera was low to the ground, and close to it with golfers far off behind.

      “Fake news.” He pressed down on the ‘guide’ button.

      He flipped to PBS, and let it play. It was an episode of Downton Abbey. He’d seen all the episodes, so he didn’t mind letting it play in the background while he watched the drapes of the window flap from the cool, summer breeze.

      Looking at his watch, it was 7:46. He decided he’d start researching at 8:00. He finished his greasy hash brown, wiped his hands, and took a drink of Diet Coke. Thomas only drank pop while traveling, and only this or Ginger Ale. He felt a buzzing in his pocket then. His hopes peaked as he thought it might be his private phone.

      Pulling out the government phone though, he unlocked it to find a text from Wyatt.

      It said: If you’re by a TV, turn to MSNBC, or go to their website.

      He laid the phone on the nightstand and found his way to the channel.

      There was a press conference happening—in South Korea.

      The man at the podium was immaculately dressed, in a pinstripe, navy suit. He was young for being such a professional looking man, perhaps only twenty-seven to thirty. His black hair was freshly cut and groomed back smoothly and was short on both sides. He wore thin-framed glasses, was thin but had a slightly pudgy face, and had a mole on his right cheek.

      The headline beneath him read: Li Wei, CEO of BitX addresses massive hack.

      He was already speaking to the press, and into the dozen-or-so mics. Behind him was a vibrant-green park. Thomas thought that was unusual for such a press meeting. Normally you’d see a long-standing government building of some sort behind someone talking about ‘how they’re going to find the culprits of billions of dollars missing.’ Thomas always called it the Rumsfeld Conference, after days before 9/11, Donald Rumsfeld gave a presser about how trillions of dollars had mysteriously vanished, and they were going to find the thieves. Funny how they never did. . . and that was trillions of dollars. Who has the capacity to even steal that much money and get away with it? And that was all taxpayer money.

      Li Wei spoke eloquently, in a fairly-thick Korean accent, but all of his English was understandable. “We are doing all we can. . .”  he said. “We are working with local authorities. . .  The stolen funds are being investigated. . .”

      All the usual stuff. . .

      Thomas wasn’t as much listening to the man’s words as paying attention to the signals in his speech. His tone of voice, his posture, the way he spoke about funds. He could tell by the way he said funds, and Bitcoin, he loved money. That kind of love that was almost equivalent to a marriage, or a dog you’d had since she was a pup. This was Wei’s passion in life, and Thomas knew he was deeply troubled by this theft. His brown eyes were glossy, his voice faintly quivered, and there was a tone of anger in there. He was pissed. But who wouldn’t be? That’s a ton of money.

      Thomas thought of the questions he was going to ask the CEO when he’d be able to sit with him in the next couple of days, but then he looked down at his watch—8:06. He stood and went over to a blue armchair by the window after grabbing his laptop. He unfolded it and lay it on his lap.

      The sounds of car tires screeching around a corner came through the crack in the window, and a woman shouting for the car to slow down. He reached into his pocket and looked at the piece of the paper the bartender had written on earlier. Thomas went to the domain the man told him to. A simple market cap website that recorded volume for cryptocurrencies.

      Bitcoin was at the top of the list of many other coins. . . many other coins. On the first page of the site alone, there were one hundred different ones. He saw ones with names that sounded reasonable for these trendy new technologies; he saw Verge, one called Nano, another called NEO. But he saw others with stranger names.

      “Who puts their hard-earned money in something called Dogecoin?” he asked himself.

      He scrolled back up to the top of the site. The price of Bitcoin, down six percent that day alone. In fact, every single one of the cryptos was in the red. Some down by forty percent in one day. Each of them took a dramatic downturn since the day of the hack.

      Next thing he noticed was the total market cap. There’s less than a trillion dollars total in this market. No wonder it fluctuates this much. But what can go down easily, can also go up. . .

      Thomas clicked on Bitcoin to delve deeper into the number 1 crypto. Scrolling down he found the chart that showed Bitcoin’s price fluctuation in its entirety since 2012. Thomas assumed that’s when it was created. The oldest price he found was to be around $100. He saw that at its peak, it had been to around $20,000.

      “Not bad for the ones who got in early. . .”

      But Bitcoin’s price had been falling/trending downward since the spike that caused its price to go into the 5-digit area. Thomas leaned into his computer.

      “Hmm, interesting,” he said, subtly biting his lip. “Looks like a pattern going on. The cycles look similar, a big double-bottom seems to be forming, and the RSI looks oversold.”

      “It appears it’s probably not a bad time to buy in,” he said, leaning back. “That’s if it wasn’t getting hacked.” He remembered his time back working with the SEC in 2008. He was one of the main investigators into the financial crisis caused by the banks. “There are crooks everywhere though.”

      He went to Google and typed in, ‘what is Bitcoin’. The first thing that came up was the dictionary’s definition of Bitcoin that came up, but what really grabbed his attention was over to the right side of the screen. It was the Wikipedia synopsis.

      It read:

      Bitcoin is a cryptocurrency, a form of electronic cash. It is a decentralized digital currency without a central bank or single administrator that can be sent from user-to-user on the peer-to-peer Bitcoin network without the need for intermediaries

      Thomas sat back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “No banks. . . interesting. . .  But if it's decentralized, then who monitors it?”

      His cell phone buzzed. Again, he thought it might be his daughter. He pulled it from his pocket and found a text message from Anonymous.

      He unlocked it and opened the message. His eyes went wide at the message.

      I’ve found you’re investigating the BitX hack. . .

      Who is this? he typed and sent.

      The flickering of three dots appeared, showing the sender was typing.

      Be careful how far you dig the sender sent.

      Are you threatening a government agent? he sent.

      These are dangerous people, the sender sent, and it goes deep. Even the U.S. govt may not be able to get the Bitcoin back. They may even be involved. . .

      Who is this? Why are you telling me this? he sent.

      Again, the three dots bobbed up and down.

      Then the final message came through, and his eyes went wide again.

      It read: CryptoCunt - followed by an emoji of a yellow hand with two fingers raised, and spread apart, the symbol for peace.

      He laughed heartily, holding his belly. “Who the fuck is CrytoCunt?”
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      After his laughter waned, he wiped a tear from his eye. All alone in his hotel room, he repeatedly sent texts to the anonymous sender, but no replies were given.

      He stood, grabbed his government-issued phone and typed a message to Wyatt: Can you look into someone called CryptoCunt?

      Wyatt responded almost immediately. Will do.

      Thomas locked the phone and laid it down on the bed. But then it beeped from a new message, and he saw it was from Wyatt again.

      It read: I don’t know if I should be offended by that name or not, but I sort of like it.

      Right? Thomas responded, laying the phone back on the bed.

      Going over and sitting back in the chair, his attention went back to his laptop. Downton Abbey was still playing in the background. It was a scene with the butler and the main character who owned the house. Thomas always thought that the actor who played the butler had an amazing voice, one that should be reading lines during movie trailers.

      He went to Google once again and typed. Who is CryptoCunt?

      The first thing that appeared was from Forbes.com.

      That piqued his interest, he clicked it eagerly.

      The name of the article read: Scammer ICO foiled by online vigilante.

      “Vigilante? Interesting.”

      He read the article, it was a few pages long about an ICO, which he learned stood for Initial Coin Offering, something like an IPO in the stock world, or Initial Public Offering. Obviously this ICO was a scam, he thought, it’s called BuyMeCoin. He shook his head with a chuckle.

      “What is this crap, and who is buying this?”

      Anyways, he got to the part where it mentioned the vigilante. They had to censor the name, they had an interesting way of covering it up though, even if it was wordy. Crypto-See-You-Next-Tuesday. Apparently, this vigilante was a famous—or infamous—hacker who had gotten quite the reputation from rooting out these fraudulent ICOs who were luring investors into buying—sometimes hundreds of millions of dollars—of these so-called ‘shit-coins,’ hoping that they would explode in value after the initial offering.

      But these scams always crumbled afterword, only leaving a vanished website and vanished funds.

      But CryptoCunt was able to find the true identities of the scammers, and sent all the information needed to the authorities in whatever country they were in. These individuals were in Singapore.

      Thomas wasn’t a big fan of big government, he thought the electoral college was enough evidence that it was all rigged, but he knew even that the SEC was big-brothery, but it protected lower and middle-class people from schemes like these.

      That’s why IPOs are securities, he thought, and why they need approval from the SEC.

      And it looked like, by the appearance of this article, that CryptoCunt was living up to her name. He or she was saving investors untold amounts of money, but infuriating the people running these scams. CryptoCunt had a ten-thousand Ether reward for her identity. That doesn’t seem like much. . .  He found out though Ether was short for Ethereum—one of the largest cryptocurrencies. And the dollar equivalent to that was well over a million.

      A knot formed in his stomach, sending a sudden surge of anxiety—or thrill—into him. It might be likened to the super sense some well-known arachnid superhero might get when danger was looming.

      It came to him like crashing lightning that the case he was going to investigate now not only had a brutal murder in its wake, but seemingly one of the most notorious—and wanted—hackers in this space was warning him about going further into it.

      He couldn’t deny it. He was getting excited. Thomas cracked his knuckles and shifted in his seat. Too often his job was finding that one shitty accountant who tried to walk away with millions. But this was a real case. Billions were involved. He wanted to know now more than ever who stole this Bitcoin. 585,000 Bitcoin to be exact.

      He popped out his cell again and tried to contact the hacker again, but ten minutes passed and no response.

      Googling her again, he found more articles from less-accredited websites. Many of them were cryptocurrency websites, and most had the word coin in them. He found more of the same. . . stories of her revealing the identities of scammers and thieves.

      “What do young people use to communicate now?” he asked himself, scratching the stubble on his cheek. An idea popped into his head, he shrugged, and typed into the Google search bar—CryptoCunt Twitter.

      It was the first thing that came up. He clicked on it, and sure enough, there she was—at least he assumed it was a she from her chosen gender on the page. The profile picture was of a unicorn in a gallop with a rainbow-painted horn on the top of its head. The background picture was of Saddam Hussein and a massively barrel-chested red devil together from the series South Park.

      The Twitter account had over one-hundred thousand followers, but only followed five. Scrolling down, it was filled with tweets from every couple of days. These tweets only said one thing each and were loaded with retweets and responses. The most recent tweet simply said XRPGoldCoin.

      “Hmm. . .”

      The next, IceDragonCoin.

      He scrolled down quickly and saw there were dozens of these tweets, each with retweets in the tens of thousands.

      His government cell signaled a text coming in. He unlocked it to find a text from Wyatt.

      She’s a low-level hacker. Only appeared on the scene six months ago under that name. So far very good at remaining anonymous. Believed to be somewhere in the Baltic countries. Under investigation by the Swedish government, but there’s no real push to get her yet. The only laws she reportedly broke were breaching private servers and leaking the information to authorities. All of the leaked information led to some sort of investigation. Why’d you ask about her?

      Thomas texted back: She contacted me, warned me about the case.

      Wyatt quickly texted back: I bet you enjoyed that.

      Then Thomas replied: You know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      In a dimly lit, empty-walled apartment in the eastern part of the world, a doorknob turned and a killer entered. Niklas grunted, still wearing the same clothes he’d had on back in Joon’s condo. He unholstered his Glock and knife and lay them on a nightstand by the twin-size bed. Pulling his shirt off over his head, he grabbed a garbage bag from a roll next to the nightstand and threw the black tank-top into it.

      He removed his boots, grabbed a spray bottle of bleach, and sprayed the bottoms of them. Niklas took a cloth with a strong smelling cleaner and wiped the rest of them clean. He stood, walked to the kitchen in the corner of the small apartment, opened the fridge, grabbed a bottle of dark beer from it, leaving the remaining bottles clinking against one another. Pressing the edge of the bottle cap against the cheap, chipped, linoleum counter, he hit the top of the bottle with his fist. Swilling the beer, and leaning against the counter, his muscles bulged in the dim lights of the one light on the nightstand, and the dull, green light that came from the oven clock.

      Niklas took another deep gulp, and after laying the bottle on the counter, leaving a light pool of condensation, he knelt in the corner of the kitchen. Between a set of drawers and the oven was a panel, an empty spot in the corner that wasn’t meant to hold anything behind it. Niklas dug his nails into the sides of it and jerked it free. Reaching into the darkness, he gripped the handle of a briefcase. Pulling out the black, leather briefcase with silver locks and hinges, he laid in on the countertop.

      In the bare apartment that screamed bachelor, with its faded and stained carpet and lack of any form or thought of decorating—Niklas cracked the briefcase open with a pop, and his blue eyes lit up. Inside the neatly organized briefcase were dozens of tiny pockets that lined the top and bottom of it. Most of the contents were hidden in these pockets, but a few things spilled out from these thin pockets: the top of a golden pen, what appeared to be a crucifix attached to a chain, the finger-holes for a small pair of sheers that you might use to clip ear-hairs.

      He pulled out one of the ten USB drives from Joon’s place, and held it up to the light of the lamp on the nightstand, a sinister grin crossed his face. His blue eyes grew dark, his white teeth clenched tightly, and he turned the drive end over end, eying it meticulously.

      Niklas turned back to the case, and as he slid the drive into one of the empty, red satin pockets, his grin faded, and in a flat tone, he said, “Bye Joon.”

      After the drive was snuggly slid into the pocket, he gave the contents of the case one last glance of appreciation, closed it, slid it back into the hidden compartment and popped the false-panel back into place.
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      Oslo, Norway

      

      In another part of the world, flooded with bright sunlight a second-story apartment painted a crimson red, a woman lies back in a gaming chair on the floor, a PS4 controller clenched tightly in her hands. The sounds of the automatic gunfire filled the room, explosions from grenades and remote mines burst out. On the screen mounted on the wall, the top of a Titan LMG moved quickly in between buildings and crept around corners firing at anything that moved with its 75-capacity clip.

      There was an explosion on the screen, and a box popped up that read ELIMINATED. Another character leaped over her then, the gun that he’d used to kill her avatar was held firmly in his hands.

      “Damn it,” Freyja said, reaching over to a black, boxy table next to the gaming chair. She grabbed a silver pen from it and put it to her rosy lips. She pressed a button on the top of the pen, inhaled, removed it then placed it back on the table. It let out a great plume of vapor into the room. She stood up, stretching her long arms up over her head, and went over to the window. Opening the window from the bottom, her chest-length hair whipped in the breeze as the sounds of the city entered her apartment.

      Her green eyes peered out at the city, with the trendy-looking pedestrians walking around in tight pants and finely-made shirts. They weren’t all dressed that way, but in Freyja’s mind, they may all as well be. Her wavy blond hair dyed a faded black rustled, tickling her neck. Her hair held half-inch roots that revealed her true, blond Nordic side. She wore black eyeliner, she had applied mascara in the morning, that made her look like a mix between a model and a goth Nine Inch Nails fan, with her five-foot-eleven height, elegant face, and thin frame.

      The sunlight reflected off a silver piercing in her cheek, just where her left dimple was, and another piercing through her left eyebrow. In the studio room, neatly organized, decorated with abstract replications of paintings, and furnished with stainless silver appliances in the kitchen, and an elaborate computer desk with two monitors, a dully-buzzing computer underneath that looked like it may belong in some science fiction story, a cell phone buzzed on the glass computer desk. It was one of three phones strewn closely together at the corner of the table.

      Freyja reached down and she brought it up to her. The cell phone was an unusual make. It wasn’t an iPhone or an Android. It was a black flip phone with no markings of a brand. She flipped it open, and on the screen was a message from the sender, Thomas Merten, it said: I’d like to talk more.

      Shutting the phone, she laid it back on the table with a clink.

      She made her way to the fridge behind the countertop adorned with two action figures, one of a popular character from the world-famous cartoon Dragon Ball Z—Goku in the process of going Super Saiyan. Spiky golden hair jutted out from his angular head, and he was positioned against a much smaller yellow round cartoon character with its characteristic yellow and black tail that rose up from its rear, almost as big as its body—Pikachu.

      Taking the coffee pot from the machine, Freyja poured herself a small cup and began to make her way back to the mounted television, and the war and chaos that awaited her. But she stopped halfway there when an alarm sounded from the computer with the two monitors. It was the soft ring of an old-style text message. Sitting in her chair, she set the coffee down, brushed her wavy hair back behind her shoulders, and moved the mouse.

      The computer buzzed to life, as the graphics cards flew into motion, humming loudly below. The two monitors went from matte-black to a dazzling array of lights, as she clicked a white remote next to her that caused the electric blinds to lower and close tightly, causing the room to almost only be lit in the lights of the TV and the monitors.

      Upon the monitors was a cluttered mix of red graphs rising and declining upon a black background with an arrangement of options, numbers, and indicators a stock trader may understand quite well. A chat box was looming open, and a dark-gray download box had a solid blue line flashing in its center—and it read: Download Complete.

      “Sweet,” Freyja said to herself, her voice was soft, and a smile came to her face.

      Her fingers went to motion then, sweeping across the keyboard like a seasoned musician on her piano. Her hands danced over the keys with smooth and deliberate swiftness. The dialog box closed with the download complete message. An e-mail box popped up, and after checking a couple of settings—that multiple VPNs were in effect, that her own coded Firewall, as well as several other ‘illegal’ operations that kept her anonymity. She sent out a flurry of e-mails to pre-designated addresses, one of which was to the Ministry of State Security (in China). The top line read:

      Evidence of individuals committing computer intrusion, conspiracy to commit wire fraud, aggravated identity theft, and overall just being thieving assholes.

      She attached the download, and sent the message to a dozen addresses, including media outlets in China, and even one in the USA.

      At the bottom of each message she signed off with her normal moniker, and name that was making her just as much a villain as an internet warrior—CryptoCunt.

      Grabbing one of the three cell phones from the table then, she unlocked it, and opened one of the many apps on the phone—Twitter. She began a new tweet and finished it quickly. All it read was: FreedomCoin—more like con.

      She sighed and unlocked the phone. Looking at Thomas’ text, she thought about the doozy of a hack he was about to start investigating. She’d found his name on one of those dark web websites that released hacked government files. Freyja also knew the depth of what was going on at BitX was deeper than just a normal hack.

      Typing into the phone, she sent off a quick message that simply read: What do you want to know?
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      The sun glistened off the waves of the vast Pacific Ocean, but at that height they looked like tiny ripples of gold. Thomas sat in a window seat looking out at the thin, trailing clouds lit in the first light of the sun. In his headphones he listened to a famous YouTuber going over the daily cryptocurrency market.

      Thomas was amused by the youth of the fellow on the screen of his phone, he looked more like a kid just starting out at a bank than someone as popular as this fellow was.

      He does know what he’s talking about with the markets and market cycles though. His TA (technical analysis) is spot on.

      On this long flight to Seoul he’d decided to research what crypto was going through and use the more popular veins of media in which these experts communicated. It appeared from his quick research that Twitter, along with these ‘coin’ websites, and the occasional YouTube video were good places to start.

      He was less concerned about the technology behind it all, although he was fascinated by the idea of essentially people being their own ‘banks.’

      Right now, as he watched the golden clouds floating by, and popping a few salted peanuts in his mouth, the YouTuber was talking about how that with Bitcoin falling in price, the entire rest of the market was falling. All these other coins were going down with it—faster even. He said other names Thomas was beginning to become familiar with; Ethereum and Litecoin. He was reminded by the video-kid that Bitcoin soaked up a full half of the market.

      Thomas was reminded of something he’d heard about cryptocurrencies months ago. It was about how the man discussing them was comparing them to the giant tech bubble that happened around the year 2000. Ironically, the YouTuber started to talk about that comparison. Thomas had been there through the time when people were losing money hand over fist after some companies were finding growth of over two-thousand percent in a year, but that all came crashing down after the bubble burst.

      The YouTuber was talking about the difference in market cap between the two. The dot com bubble had a full seven trillion dollars in the market, while cryptocurrency was much, much smaller than that. But the real difference (investment-wise) was that the bubble was led by institutional investors; I.e. banks, government, and corporations. When the retail investors went in, it was too late, and they lost the money. With crypto, it was only retail people in now, and sure some governments and banks were buying, but not really, not yet. . .

      All this was interesting to Thomas as the sleeping woman in the middle seat next to him began to snore, but the real question remained—where was this stolen Bitcoin, who took it, and can it be retrieved?

      The YouTuber made many mentions of the hack of BitX in his video, as supposedly it was major news, and crashing the market, and he made many mentions to try to cheer his watchers up, and reassure them that the fundamentals of the technology were still there, and worth investing in.

      Sure, the tech may be great, but people won’t invest in things like this that aren’t safe. . .

      The kid on the screen said something that made Thomas think long and hard.

      The kid said, “And that’s another reason why you need to control your own funds. Don’t trust the exchanges.”

      So, it’s sort of like cash in a sense?

      His cell buzzed in his pocket. Pulling the phone from his pocket and checking to see the sender, the hair on his neck stood straight and he perked up in his seat, startling the sleeping woman with the blindfold over her eyes next to him.

      The message read—What do you want to know?

      He was eager to respond, but not exactly sure with what to reply. He knew better than to ask who she really was, where she was, so, instead he asked: Can you help me?

      He waited, but there was no immediate response, so he typed: I’m new to this market, and you seem like you want to find these guys as bad as I do.

      She responded to that immediately: It's not just a market. It's the future.

      Thomas locked his personal phone, turning off the YouTuber as he was talking about, “It may be a good time to buy.”

      Thomas typed: I’m new to all this, sorry.

      No response. He typed: I could use some inside look. Without doing anything illegal. I’ll be meeting with a specialist at the scene. But if you have any information, I would happily take it.

      Things are still fresh and foggy, she typed, or their tracks are just well-covered up. We can see where the Bitcoin was sent to, but we don’t know who did it, or the physical location of it.

      Where did it go? he asked.

      Lots of different wallets. Whoever took it, spread it out thin, she said.

      If you know where it went, he said, can’t you just force the assets back?

      She typed: You are fucking new to this.

      I’m good at finding money, he said, but it’s more difficult to find cash than a digital transaction. This sounds more like physical cash than anything.

      Not a bad comparison, she said. But you can’t send cash to anyone in the world in seconds.

      Seconds? he asked.

      With some of the crypto, it’s a fraction of a second, she said.

      Thomas was in a sort of stunned state. He knew the sluggish speed of money, especially across borders. Investigating banks, he got that response from the higher-ups in the corporations frequently. It takes three to five days to get the funds transferred. . .  But seconds? That’s quite the improvement, he thought.

      Listen, she typed, I’ve got to go, but if I find anything I’ll send it your way. I want to get these assholes maybe even more than you do. If you get anything juicy, will you send it my way?

      This is a criminal investigation, he said.

      So? she replied. Do you want to catch the criminals?

      He definitely did.

      I’ll be in touch, he said.

      Again, she signed off with the emoji with the hand doing the peace sign.

      He closed his government cell and placed it back in his pocket. He searched then—how is Bitcoin like cash?
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      The turbulence knocked the plane down what must have been a good six feet in the jam-packed full 747. The darkness of night had flown by, as the bright afternoon sky flooded the plane with its brilliant light reflecting off white, puffy clouds. They were a beautiful sight, except for the whole flying-through-them part.

      Rocking back and forth and bouncing up and down as the landing gear extended from the bottom of the aircraft, Thomas could feel many on the plane holding their breaths, but he simply closed his eyes and waited patiently to be back on the ground.

      The Incheon International Airport of Seoul was one of the largest—and busiest—airports in the world. He’d only been there once before, but he remembered the hassle of navigating, and there was far less English to help him navigate.

      Rubber hit the tarmac with a screeching sound that brought ease to many on-board the plane, and some even let out cheers of excitement to have been through the choppy end of the flight; Thomas had his case fixed ready in his hand, eager to disembark. He wasn’t in a hurry simply to get off the plane, no, Thomas had an appointment with the CEO of BitX—Li Wei.

      Thomas made his way off the plane, his brow-length hair rustling on his forehead, his gray suit and blue tie clung to his body from the thirteen-hour flight and seemed to be clamoring to be removed. He’d make his way to his hotel first where he’d shower and change. Then it would be time to head off to the BitX headquarters.

      He wouldn’t be given such a wish.

      In the huge area that was the arrival area, a place with thirty-foot ceilings, vast blue screens of arrival and departure times, and thousands of people down the long corridor, Thomas quickly saw his name on a white sign in the mix of all the other signs of various languages.

      Thomas noticed there wasn’t a driver waiting for him.

      The man holding the sign wasn’t dressed in any mediocre black suit a chauffeur might wear, wore no black hat, and showed no smile. He was Thomas’ height, of dark complexion, was shaven bald, had a short black beard, and he wore a tan suit. Thomas walked toward the man, and it didn’t take the man long to produce his badge and a business card. How’d I know he was a cop?

      “Special Agent Ronald Jones.” The man stuck out his hand, which Thomas shook.

      “Thomas Merten.”

      “Welcome to Korea, Mr. Merten.” Ronald dropped the sign to his side, and ushered Thomas forward with a low wave of his hand.

      “Thanks.” Thomas hefted his briefcase in his hand.

      “How much do you know about the case?” Ronald asked, stuffing the paper into a waste bin.

      “Not a hell of a lot, Ronald,” Thomas said after blowing his nose from a Kleenex pulled from his pocket. “Five-hundred and eighty-five thousand missing. A dead programmer. Money that seems extraordinarily hard to trace. Not too much more than that. I’m excited to get some more details.”

      “You’ll get a briefing after your meeting,” he said. “Oh, and Ron’s fine.”

      Thomas nodded.

      Minutes later, they were off to the car—a white Mustang, newly washed.

      “We are running a bit behind,” Ron said, “if you don’t mind, we’ll be right off to the BitX Offices. We’ll get you a ride after to your hotel.”

      “That’s fine,” Thomas said. “If I remember correctly, it's what, an hour to the city?”

      Ron nodded. “Give or take, you’re welcome to sleep in the car if you wish.”

      They both got into the silver VW sedan and Ron sped off with a heavy foot.

      Ron handed him a sandwich, still wrapped in some fast food wrapper he must have bought just before picking him up, which Thomas took and ate. Ron surprisingly talked little about the case, more about how he ended up working in Korea after the war, and a few places Thomas may want to eat while he was in the city. Watching the cars zip by, and with NPR playing on the radio, Thomas dozed off for most of the trip.

      He awoke to the sounds of a city brimming with life as the golden hour lit the city in its full glow. It had been years since he’d traveled to the eastern side of the world, and in a sense, he felt as if he was in another world. Teenagers in bright clothing with hair that looked like it was out of a movie—or a manga—were mixed with some of the most styled business women and men he’d seen.

      “We’re not far,” Ron said, “it’s just around the corner here.”

      After waiting for the heavy traffic, and hundreds of people clogging the intersection to move, Thomas quickly realized which building they were heading to. The building itself was a skyscraper with paned-glass windows and humming lights of blue and white on the interior. He assumed something as trendy as BitX would be up on one of the higher floors. But what tipped him off to which one it was, were the scores of protesters picketing and yelling outside the ring of security that was housed at the front entrance.

      Signs that read, ‘We want our Bitcoin back’, ‘Li Wei is a liar’, and ‘Don’t believe the hack’ were hefted high above the protesters. These protesters, however, didn’t look like the ones you’d imagine that would be in Seattle, or San Francisco. These men and women were mostly well-dressed, seemingly upscale. They didn’t have long beards, shaved heads, or were screaming at the top of their lungs. Thomas counted six drones above them, filming them, and he thought they probably belonged to BitX or the local media.

      They seemed quite well-mannered and coordinated, he laughed, maybe even polite.

      Ron drove them into an underground parking lot beneath the building. They made their way to an elevator that led them to the main entrance to the building. The receptionist seemed to recognize Ron, and then in turn looked at Thomas and smiled. The interior of the building was a dazzling display of stainless-steel artwork and sculptures amid the glimmering glass building reflecting the soft blue and whites of the lights overhead.

      “Mr. Jones,” the receptionist with the kind, hazel eyes said as they approached. “You may go up.”

      Ron nodded and walked past, with Thomas following behind. They stepped into the elevator, and Ron hit the number marked twenty-three. As they went up, Thomas asked Ron what Li Wei was like.

      “Li—to me—feels like your traditional Silicon Valley CEO. He’s ambitious, extremely apt at new technologies, trendy. . . but he’s brief. I wouldn’t expect you to get more than 15 minutes out of him. I’m not sure how much you understand about blockchain and cryptocurrencies, but he’ll likely fill your head with a lot of words that will jumble up the answers you’re going to be looking for.”

      “Yeah, I was worried about that,” Thomas said. “But it's not the first time I’ve dealt with his lot.”

      Once on the 23rd floor, the elevator doors opened to reveal a bustling commotion within the offices of BitX—which was signified by a very stylish logo above the receptionist's desk—a receptionist who seemed distraught from the dozens of people frantically rummaging through papers on the floor, and hunched over computer screens behind.

      A man approached quickly as he saw Ron exit the elevator. He walked up, bowed to Ron, and extended his hand to Thomas. “Mr. Merten,” the man said in a thick Korean accent.

      “Thomas,” Ron said, “this is Soo-Jin Park, lead investigator from the South Korean government.”

      Thomas bowed his head.

      “We are happy to have your expertise,” Soo-Jin said. He was a man six inches shorter than Thomas, with thin, square-framed glasses, short black and gray hair combed to the side. He wore a thick, dark-gray suit that hung from his burly frame.

      “I’m happy to help however I can,” Thomas said as they ushered him down the hall to the large office where both doors were shut tightly, and where a single man sat alone at a huge glass desk. He was on the phone, visibly yelling into the small, black cell.

      The secretary outside of his office nodded as the three of them approached. She pressed a button on her phone, and Li looked up at them. He said a few more words in Korean loudly and laid the phone down at his side. He waved for them to enter.

      Soo-Jin opened the door and Thomas entered first as Li stood to greet him.

      “Mr. Merten,” Li said in a calm voice, in that same Korean accent he’d heard from him before on TV.

      “Mr. Wei.” Thomas shook his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

      He motioned for him and Ron to take a seat. Soo-Jin stood back by the doors. Behind Mr. Wei was a gorgeous view of the city of Seoul with the golden glow of the sun reflected off high-reaching skyscrapers, and the mountains far off in the distance were dimly lit.

      Thomas looked around the office, admiring the decor, and the obvious attempt to make it look like a billion-dollar CEO worked there. It was immaculately clean, with large windows behind him as clear as air itself. The room was decorated with more stainless-steel sculptures, these ones the size of paintings though. There was an interesting space-ship looking thing to the side that looked like an aircraft meant to look like a flying spider; Thomas knew it was a drone, but one far larger than anything he’d ever seen—he thought it represented the CEOs ego perhaps. His desk was well organized, with his pens all laying perpendicularly to the edges. There was a set of chairs in the corner by a support beam that seemed somewhat out of place, but they were of nice design, and the floor was a fine, white marble.

      “I appreciate the Americans coming to help us during this trial,” Mr. Wei said. Li looked very similar to how he looked on his television interview. His hair was slick and groomed just as immaculately as before, his composure was sound, and his suit looked like it came straight from the tailor.

      “I’m here to help,” Thomas said. “Can I ask you first off, what do you believe was the connection to the hack and the murder of your lead programmer? How do you think he was involved?”

      Li sighed, sitting back in his chair, and even seemed to get a bit choked up. “Joon was a friend of mine, we built this place together.” Li locked eyes with Thomas. “There is no way he was in on the hack. Absolutely no way. That I am sure of. But I won’t deny my mind is filled with that same question every moment of the day. The way he was tortured. . . so terrible.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Thomas said, tightening his tie. “I know this is all fresh. What can you tell me about the hack? What have your other programmers found?”

      “The Bitcoin was sent to many addresses across the blockchain,” Li said, “93 to be exact. The Bitcoin hasn’t been moved out of those addresses yet, which I would have expected.”

      “Expected?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes, usually hackers move the funds around, even to privacy cryptocurrencies like Monero to better hide the assets, where they’re free to exchange funds through decentralized exchanges, even BitX. But the Bitcoin is just sitting on those ninety-three wallets.”

      “Are the funds equally dispersed?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes. Well, more or less. Intriguingly enough, they are all about the same amount, give or take three.”

      “Three? Three Bitcoin?” Thomas leaned in.

      “Yes, six-thousand ninety, six-thousand eighty-seven, six-thousand ninety-three, for example.”

      Thomas scratched his chin. “That seems too exact to be a coincidence. We don’t believe much in coincidences when following money trails.”

      “My programmers say it could be the effect of the fee sizes being different for the movement of so many funds at that time, as each transaction clogged the network and sent the difficulty skyrocketing. That could feasibly be the reason for the difference in amounts on each wallet.”

      “I’m not sure I follow,” Thomas said.

      “It will be in the report you’ll be given,” Mr. Wei said. “In greater detail.”

      “I’ll be sure to be checking that out later,” Thomas said, leaning back in his chair, looking over at Ron, who gave that, ‘I see there’s something fishy with this look,’ that resembled a furrowed brow. “Let me ask you, Mr. Wei. . . what safeguards did you have in place to prevent such a hack? I mean, for example, in the U.S. we have backed assets, FDIC, and not to mention—the best anti-hacker experts in the world. Much of whom used to be the bad guys themselves. Something like a Vanguard account is so unhackable, or I should say—safe, that it wouldn’t be able to be stolen.”

      “BitX is one of the most elite, safe exchanges in existence,” Li said, running his fingers through his hair. “We should hardly be called an exchange anymore at that! It's one of a kind, the best investment platform in modern currencies that will be for the next 10 years.”

      “Doesn’t seem that safe to me,” Ron said. “From an outsider’s perspective.”

      Li looked about ready to spiral into a tantrum at that. His fists balled, his teeth clenched, and his anus surely puckered. “This was a robbery! We are the victims in this! Some fucker stole my money!”

      “I thought Bitcoin belonged to the people,” Thomas said, slightly enjoying the unraveling of the CEO of the ‘safest exchange ever.’ “At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

      Li’s face relaxed, his jaw untightened, and he sat back in his chair. “Listen, I’ve got an immense amount of work to do, and all of what you need to know is in the report. . . so. . .”

      “Mr. Wei,” Thomas said, “I know your time is valuable, and I thank you for your time, but I’m here to help. Just a couple more questions if you don’t mind.”

      Li seemed unsure, by the rustling of his tie, and his looking out the window, but he agreed with a nod.

      “Your security protocols,” Thomas asked flatly. “Who created them?”

      “It was Joon,” he said. “Revolutionary, really. I dare say sexy—the coding. He worked tirelessly to protect the assets of our investors.” Li steepled his fingers. “Oh, Joon. . .”

      “No one else?” Thomas asked.

      “If you’re implying—” Li snapped.

      “I’m not implying anything,” Thomas said. “I’ve only learned that in my experience, most of these thefts are from the inside. They’re often carried out from the outside, but intel comes from the chest. Did Joon have many associates? Family members that you may have thought. . . odd?”

      “Joon had nothing to do with this.” Li stood from his chair and put both hands on his desk. “He died. . .”  Li choked down his tears, and his voice weakened. “He died a terrible death, and for what? You know that he was trying to recover the funds. He died trying to get them back. Whoever killed him was just covering their tracks and killing Joon was like killing the lead singer of a band. There’s really no replacing him.”

      Thomas thought that was a weird comparison, but oddly perfect. If Joon was the artist people say he was, he may have been the Jim Morrison of the crypto world. . .

      “We know Joon was important for your organization,” Ron said. “And we’re sorry for your loss. But his murder was. . . excessive. . . in our field. Why do you think someone would go to such lengths to kill a computer programmer? Personal vendettas? Did he have some shadows in his past that came back? Anyone that works here with a jealous nature, maybe that had a score to settle?”

      “No. None of that. Nothing like that. I have no idea who would do such a thing to a human being.”

      “More people are like that than you may think,” Ron said, looking down at his lap, but then looked straight into Li’s eyes. “We need to get this one off the streets. This one, he’s done this before, and he’ll do it again. This was no random murder. Whoever killed Joon is a savage. He enjoys it.”

      Li was lost in thought then. His eyes rolled back, and the back of his neck wrapped over his chair as he looked up at the ceiling of the room, washed in the soft glow of relaxing, warm lights. “I don’t want this to happen to anyone else. The funds that are missing, they are missed, and we have to find them again. But what amount of money is worth such a murder? It's so sad. . .”  His face calmed as it came back down to look at the two men, and Soo-Jin Park behind them, who hadn’t moved since they’d first arrived. “Now, if you don’t mind.” He looked at the door behind Soo-Jin.

      “Very well,” Thomas said, standing up, as Li had already moved from his seat to the side of his desk. “I hope we’ll be able to speak again in the next couple of days after I have time to look over the report.”

      “We will,” Li said, with a wry smile, “and if not, you’ll be able to reach my assistant any day you need.”

      Li seemed to be curtailing them out of the office with his sense of urgency.

      “OK,” Ron said. “Thank you, Mr. Wei. Good luck with your business.”

      “Yes,” Thomas said. “We’ll do everything we can.”

      “I appreciate that,” Li said, and Soo-Jin opened the door, letting them out, and after a few handshakes Thomas quickly found himself on the outside of the office.

      “Well, that was insightful,” Thomas said sarcastically, scratching his hair.

      Soo-jin went over to the secretary with his hand out, and she handed him a sealed envelope, which he handed over to Thomas.

      “Here’s the info,” is all Soo-Jin said. They both knew the information in the packet was highly confidential, and that there was to be no sharing of it.

      Thomas nodded, and they all went back toward the exit in the room full of people manic as all hell, unsure of what to do with themselves. There may as well have been papers flying overhead as if the stock market itself had imploded.

      There was something that stood out to him in the strange panic that filled the room. As they were making their way toward the elevator, a man walked out of that same elevator, and in the madness, this man seemed as cool as they come. The tall, white man strode past them in a short-sleeved black T-shirt with a silver necklace dangling around his neck. He was strong, with long veins running down his arms. But what Thomas really noticed was the man’s eyes. Two blue orbs of life, devoid of life. They looked like the eyes of a great white shark while biting down onto a block of frozen fish for a fisherman’s photography—lifeless, merciless, and hungry.

      The man only glanced into Thomas’ eyes, but his eyes moved back toward the direction of Li’s office. He moved by quickly, and was past them soon, shuttling past the secretary and moving into Li’s office.

      Thomas looked over his shoulder as the man entered, and Li began to ask the man questions with his arms outstretched. He soon found himself in the elevator with the two other detectives.

      “Who was that man?” Thomas asked, looking into the eyes of the other two men. “The man with the blue eyes?”

      “That’s Li’s newest private security,” Soo-Jin said. “His name’s Niklas.”

      “Ex-military, I believe,” Ron said. “He came highly recommended. Expert in high-profile clients, or so I’m told.”

      “Niklas?” Thomas asked. “Niklas what?”

      Ron answered in a low voice, “Niklas Wolf.”
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      Exiting the elevator into the main lobby of clear glass windows that rose to the high ceiling, smooth marble tabletops, and the warm glow of the city streets seeping in, Thomas was surprised to find the protesters still outside. Man, these people are determined! They still chanted, perhaps not as loud now, but then he realized he shouldn’t be surprised. The people on the other side of the glass weren’t protesting some Supreme Court justice nominee, those people out there were all robbed of who knows how much money.

      He remembered in the financial crisis of 2008 the suicide trail left behind its wake was astonishing, and grizzly. How many of the people with anger and frustration painted on their faces lost everything while Li Wei sat on the telephone at his five-figure desk? As they came to the main desk and the receptionist with the warm smile, Soo-Jin bid them goodbye.

      “We’ll be in touch,” he said, bowing to Thomas, who bowed back. “How long will you be staying with us in Korea?”

      “Not sure yet.” Thomas tightened his grip on the packet in his right hand, then lifted it out in front of him. “Depends on what I find in here. I’d like to help you solve the case before I leave.”

      “Crypto is difficult to follow,” Ron said, scratching his course, black beard. “Like Li said, we know where it is, but who has it? And how is Joon Chang-Min involved? There’s an obvious connection, but Li is certain he wasn’t in on it.”

      “We have our best working on it here too,” Soo-Jin said. “We’ll find the bastards. Enjoy your stay here.” Thomas and Ron made their way toward the front doors, and toward the crowd. “Won’t you be taking the elevator to your car?”

      “I want to see the crowd,” Thomas said, turning back to him. “Ask some questions.”

      Soo-Jin shrugged, as if only mildly interested in Thomas’ intrigue.

      The two of them left the building and found themselves the targets of an intensified shouting. Again, chants of ‘Don’t believe the hack,’ and ‘Li is a liar,’ were flung in their direction.

      The security guards looked puzzled at Thomas and Ron as they walked toward the group, but Ron waved their concerns away as he flashed a badge toward them, seeming to make the yells of the crowd dissipate, but only slightly.

      Thomas walked over, standing directly in front of the man who was in his early twenties, possibly from Korea, though he chanted in English. His face was red and strained as he yelled.

      “Young man,” Thomas said, “I’d like to ask you. . .”

      Before Thomas could finish, he heard the familiar, pop pop pop, of gunfire on the far side of the protesters.

      The crowd dropped and scattered as Ron drew his gun, aiming it at the far side of the running, screaming crowd. Thomas didn’t have a gun but wished he did now. The security guards drew their weapons, while others were quickly on their radios, calling for backup from the local police.

      “Get back in the building,” Ron said to Thomas as he scanned for a shooter but found none. The security guards moved closer to the area but found no shooter either. Only a Daewoo K5 handgun, lying on the cold pavement with three bullets missing from the clip.

      Ron holstered his weapon and moved his tan suit jacket back over it. “They can handle this, let's get you to your room.”

      “That didn’t seem like the crowd that would fire a gun,” Thomas said.

      As they made their way back into the building and toward the elevator that would take them back to the sedan, and as Soo-Jin was running out to join the security guards, Ron said, “Well, if you’re into conspiracies. . . it’s a good way to end a protest if you’re on the other side.”
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        * * *

      

      Ron let Thomas out at the entrance to Millennium Seoul Hilton, a high-rise hotel north of the BitX. In the twilight, the hotel created a wonderful cascade of golden light from the hundreds of rooms that was surely filled with all manner of tourists. Thomas wasn’t too picky about the quality of hotel rooms while abroad, but he certainly didn’t mind the finer ones.

      He checked in, went to his room, threw his luggage on the floor by the door, sat at the table by the large window, and put the file on the dark-wooden, circular desk. He removed the string that held the envelope closed, undid the clip at the back, opened the light-tan paper top, and pulled free the hundred-or-so pages from it.

      “Goddammit,” he said to himself, “fucking government bullshit.”

      The first thing Thomas saw upon the front page was large swaths of paragraphs blacked out. Nearly one-third of the page was gone, classified from even him—an investigator trying to help them get their money back. Thumbing quickly through the pages, nearly every one of the pages had been censored. He even discovered that Joon’s name was missing from the document.

      Why would you need to black out a dead programmer’s name from me? It’s as if they’re doing this just to get me to pack up and fly back to the U.S.

      Nearly everything left was technical and very police-like. The times of the hacks, which servers were affected, but even the wallet addresses were hidden. He threw the papers on the desk, and rang the front desk for dinner—after all, he knew he’d have to get some sleep soon, as he’d had a long day of flights, cheap fast food, an interview with a ‘too-busy’ CEO, and was nearly shot at.

      After eating his meal of sushi, miso soup, and seaweed salad, he lay in bed with the TV on. It was a British TV channel playing some extremely British comedy show. . . you know, the type with the far-too polite humor and laugh track. While he began to doze off, a thought came to him.

      I seem to be hitting a wall with the local help, but how about the foreign help? He picked up his personal cell and made his way to the messages with the anonymous hacker.

      

      Find anything new? he typed.

      Nothing for a few minutes, and he turned off the light on the nightstand next to him, as drowsiness set in like a wave of the night tide. His head fogged with weariness, and his mind went to a place that made him want to forget the gunshots from earlier.

      He set the cell on the nightstand, and just as he set it down, it beeped from a new message. Checking the message, he found she’d replied with: It's a deep rabbit hole.

      What do you mean? he typed.

      Joon found something, and I think he’s trying to tell us something from the grave. . .

      Tell us what? I’m getting blocked by BitX and the authorities here, are you referring to the wallet addresses? he sent.

      I think there may be a hidden message somewhere in there, but I don’t know what it is yet, she said.

      What is she talking about? he thought. A hidden message? But he thought about his own concerns about the variances in the amounts.

      Why were the amounts three Bitcoin apart? That got me. I don’t believe Li, he said.

      Li’s a pompous idiot with great hair.

      He didn’t know what to say to respond to that, after he chuckled. So he didn’t. A minute later she responded.

      Three was Bob June’s favorite number. The magic number. He built algorithms around three-part structures, and he was superstitious, she sent.

      “Hmm.” Thomas rubbed his chin. “Three was his favorite number? There’s got to be something there.”

      Listen, I need your help on this. If you come to Seoul, I can pay you as a contractor, nobody will know who you are. You’ll just be a consultant, he typed, waiting to hit the send button, as he didn’t want to scare her off, but he knew without some inside information, it was going to be all-but-impossible to find these funds. He hit send.

      Fuck off, she quickly responded.

      Can’t blame me for trying

      I’ll message you if I find anything, she said.

      Why are you helping me again? If you find what you’re looking for, wouldn’t you just send the information to the local authorities like you do? he asked.

      I see you looked me up, she typed.

      You’re a new form of vigilante looks like.

      This hack is bigger than outing scammers. I can’t trust the Korean govt if I find anything. And you. . .  I did some research too. I think you may distrust govt just as much as I do. That's why I’m choosing to work with you.

      I’ll take that as a compliment I guess.

      Again, I’ll reach out if I find anything, she sent.

      He fought off the urge to type, goodnight, as it may come off as creepy. But Thomas couldn’t deny it felt good to be talking with someone this late at night, and he thought of Sarah. He missed the feeling of being loved, whatever that form took. He mostly just missed his family. What was she doing at that very moment? Probably sleeping or waking up with his grandchild, Adon, he thought.

      He sighed, and turned to his side, nestling his cheek into the soft pillow. “Goodnight, Adon. Love you,” he said before he drifted off to sleep.
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      The sounds of the city flowed into the hotel room like a child being stirred back to life after a long nap. They came in steadily, growing in noise over the hours throughout the morning: the honking of horns, the slow drag of tires on a moist road, the flapping of bird wings accompanied by chirps. Warm sunlight poured through the window to his right, which caused him to flop over to his left side.

      The itinerary of the day began to flood his brain as he shut his eyes sharply.

      Just another ten minutes. I’ll get up in ten more minutes.

      His hand then went to his phone and raising up before his eyes—with one still shut—he saw he’d received a message from the hacker in the middle of the night.

      It read: I cracked the code. I’m coming.

      His eyes burst open and he sat up in bed. His hand shot up to his head and he ran his fingers through his thick hair. “What?” Thomas’ mind raced with all the things that might come if she truly did crack the code. First of all, it was, if she cracked it, how long until others do? If she really did, she could have moved the funds already. We need to get that moved ASAP.

      

      He was so excited, he attempted to call the number her messages had been sent from. He was oddly disappointed by her not picking up, but all his logical self knew she wouldn’t. He then was vividly surprised in her message she was coming to Seoul.

      What in the world would make a woman who was so wanted and secretive to come out into the open? She knows she’s going to be seen, even if I do everything I can to cover her up. This is a fucking murder investigation for Christ’s sake.

      He dressed in a blue button-up shirt and tan pants with a crease down the front. Thomas knew he needed to reach out to Wyatt about this. This was a huge revelation in the case. He knew at this time in the morning in Korea that it was about 7 p.m. in Washington. He made a quick cup of coffee in the dinky machine by the tiny sink, and then made the call.

      Wyatt picked up, after only a ring and a half. “Thomas,” he said, his voice gruff, and sounding like he’d already had a scotch or four.

      “Hey,” Thomas replied. “I’ve found something. Well. . . not me. But we’ve found something.”

      “What? Who?”

      “It seems that the programmer was the one who sent the Bitcoin around the blockchain,” Thomas said. He caught a muffled laugh on the other side. “What’s funny?”

      “You sound like your old self,” Wyatt said. “You sound like you know what you’re talking about with this stuff now. I’m impressed. Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “What did you find?”

      “The CrytoCunt I asked you about—” Thomas said.

      “Great name,” Wyatt said.

      “Great name, yes,” Thomas added. “She solved the hidden message in the blockchain. June probably moved the money and left a code in there so it could be found. She’s got it!”

      “Did she tell you what it is?”

      “No,” Thomas said. “But she’s coming here. I think we’re going to meet?”

      “Really? That’s surprising. Why would she do that?”

      “I haven’t had time to think about it yet,” Thomas said, but then it dawned on him. “Unless something in the message pointed to something here. Something in South Korea.”

      “Something in his condo?” Wyatt asked.

      “Maybe?” Thomas said. “Or at BitX?”

      There was a long pause while both men contemplated what may be the reason.

      “You let me know as soon as you know more,” Wyatt said. “And remember to be safe out there. Stay in touch with the local authorities, there is still a murderer on the loose.”

      That made Thomas remember that pair of blue eyes that hadn’t left him yet.

      “Wyatt, can you look up another person for me?” he said in a soft, yet stern voice. “The man’s name is Niklas Wolf, ex-military type.”

      “Will do, what’s up with him?”

      “Not sure, security for Li. I’d like to know a little more about him.”

      “Done,” Wyatt said. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah.” Thomas smirked. “Lay off the brown booze. Harder to process, and you’re making me jealous.”

      Wyatt laughed heartily. “You’re not one of the ex-alchies who thinks your better than everyone now, right?”

      “You know I’m exactly that now.” Thomas didn’t laugh but enjoyed the fun.

      “I’ll have another for you,” Wyatt said. “If nothing more than to piss you off.”

      “Have ten,” Thomas said, now laughing.

      Wyatt laughed, and then after it subsided, he said, “Niklas Wolf, anything else?”

      “Uh, Ron, Ronald Jones. . . you trust him,” Thomas asked, scratching his elbow.

      “He’s good, totally checks out.”

      “Good, what about Soo-Jin Park? Local investigator?”

      “I know you don’t like big government, but I thought you always trusted guys in blue?” Wyatt asked.

      “I think I trust them,” Thomas said. “I’m more worried I’m getting the runaround. I don’t know if I’m going to be invited back to BitX or not even.”

      “You are,” Wyatt said flatly. “An international investigation of this size makes it a matter of foreign concern. Even if we don’t have jurisdiction, it’s a lot of fucking money missing. The U.S. is gonna get involved whether they like it or not. We’re just going to have to let them get the credit when we solve it.”

      “Just like usual,” Thomas said, “nothing is new there I see.”

      “Nope,” Wyatt said. “Politics and speed of a snail’s crawl policy stuff.”

      “If that’s the case I’ll be heading back over there today. I’ve got some more questions for Li. He must have known that Joon sent the funds.”

      “So, Joon stole the Bitcoin?” Wyatt asked.

      “Looks that way but left a back door so that if anything happened to him it may not all be lost forever.”

      “Well,” Wyatt said, with an audible sip on the other end of the call, “keep me informed and let me know if you need anything.”

      “Bye, Wyatt,” he said, and they both hung up.

      Thomas reached for his other cell phone and typed a message to the hacker vigilante: When are you coming?

      Thomas brushed both hands through his hair, staring at the message he’d typed. No response came as his leg bounced up and down, jolting with enthusiasm. This was what he needed. With every ounce of energy in his being, he knew this would be a game changer. He was all alone in the dark in Seoul while other forces worked behind the veil that was being pulled up in front of him. Li wasn’t going to be as helpful as he needed, as Thomas thought he was still holding in some secrets. That was his experience at least with other CEOS and the heads of the banks.

      There’s almost no one in those positions of power that are picture perfect on paper. They always dipped their hands in the cookie jar even when mom told them not to.

      CryptoCunt is going to be my ace in the hole. I can feel it.
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      The Boeing 747 was pulled to the terminal at Incheon International Airport on a warm, overcast morning. At 8:08 a.m. a tall woman walked out of the tunnel and into the terminal as smiling attendants stood before vast crowds of people. The woman wore a black and white Black Flag T-shirt, with two white hands holding a large pair of garden sheers, open and ready to cut. Freyja had on round sunglasses, and blond hair, now dyed a dull-black was tied up at the back of her head.

      She glared down at her cell phone and chewed on a piece of hard gum that had lost its flavor long ago, she only wore a light, dark-blue jacket and had a black, laptop backpack hitched on both arms.

      Freyja wasn’t really looking at anything on her cell, because behind those dark lenses she was scanning the crowds. She traveled from time to time, but she wished to remain an anonymous tourist in these lands. Looking at the hundreds of people before her, she didn’t exactly know what she was looking for, something out of the ordinary she supposed.

      A Korean businessman stared at her. Her paranoia could have shot off like a cannon, but she took a deep breath and brushed it off as some sexual deviant imagining doing unspeakable acts to her. He probably was just a normal guy who found women attractive.

      In the airport with the hundreds of people with non-Asian complexions Freyja felt safe. She didn’t stand out too much. She hoped she looked like some sort of semi-lost young woman who’d flunked out of college and decided she needed to find herself out in the world. It couldn’t be further from the truth though behind those green eyes. She was motivated, intelligent and on a mission. The only way to find those missing Bitcoins was in Korea. She knew it, but she may need Thomas’ help, which she didn’t care for. She didn’t like asking for help from anyone, but like she told him the night before, she’d decided that he had just as little faith in the system as she did. He wouldn’t rat her out or betray her, but who was she kidding—she didn’t know him. She’d only read about him.

      Feeling somewhat safe, her gaze left the passersby of obvious tourists in flip flops and business people with near-perfectly groomed hair, and she looked to her phone. She messaged Thomas: I’m here. We should meet.

      His response came in seconds: I’m guessing you just got in. Hold on let me think.

      A minute later another message came through. Peace Square at the Olympic Park?

      Freyja thought about that, never having been to Korea, she searched it quickly on her phone as she walked down the airport lines.

      It’s a little touristy, she sent.

      We will blend in, he texted back.

      Fine, she texted. I’ll be getting in a car now. I’ll reach out when I’m close.

      He messaged with an: OK.

      Freyja finally turned her phone off and let it rest in her right hand at her side. Looking back over her shoulder, it was impossible to really tell if anyone was intentionally following her. But she was good. She knew she was good at remaining invisible and would have left no trail for anyone to track her communications. But Thomas—that was her one weak link. She didn’t know if she could trust him, and if he let it slip that she was coming to visit him, then. . . well. . . she’d disappear. . . slide back into the shadow.

      Not finding anyone who looked suspicious enough to be tracking her, (she did have light military experience, as her mother was an officer in the Norwegian forces before she died,) Freyja made her way out of the airport and waved to one of the many taxi drivers. She was quickly in the car and heading off to the park. The driver spoke very little English, and she was honestly happy about that.

      Rolling down the window she felt the warmth wash into her stale hair from the long flight. The glow of the sun brought her pale skin to life, and she felt the golden rays enriching her soul. Taking off her sunglasses, she closed her eyes and imagined she was on a Hawaiian beach, far, far away from any computer screens. She took one long breath and opened her eyes. The road to Seoul was a busy highway with grassy fields on either side. Freyja put her shades back on and rolled the window up.

      “Music?” the driver asked in a thick accent, and without a smile. She nodded. He turned on the radio and Mariah Carey came on.

      “Sorry, changed my mind. No music please,” she said in a soft voice, but loud enough for him to hear over the music. He turned off the radio and let out a soft sigh.

      Around thirty-five minutes later, the driver told her they were close. She pulled out her phone and let Thomas know.

      Again, she wished she wasn’t doing this. She preferred the safety of her computer back home in Oslo. But the code Bob June had left in his movement of the Bitcoin to particular addresses made sense—or rather—almost completely made sense. There was one thing she couldn’t figure out. One of the words that he’d hidden was a jumble of numbers, and she’d read that Thomas was extremely competent at numbers and following the money.

      Either way—whether she wanted to be here or not—she was about to become ‘outed’ for the first time in her life from the secret life she’d lived from behind her keyboard. Thomas would know who she really was, and that feeling reflected in her stomach in the form of nausea.
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      The car pulled up to the park, making its way down the winding road that led to the great structure at the center of Peace Square. It was a towering monument that stood around six stories tall, with two walls widely spaced apart with two great, curving ‘wings’ at its top. On the underside of each of the wings was a mural, not quite ‘dated,’ but beautiful in its own respect. The one Freyja saw was a painting of rich reds, blues, and pinks that brought the old world of Korean painting to a new century. A majestic bird flew across the mural that most resembled a phoenix to her; powerful and infinite in its flight.

      She paid the driver as he pulled over at the entrance to the park, and she left the safety of the anonymous taxi and strolled out onto the long, paved path that led to the Peace Gate structure. That familiar uneasiness shot up through her stomach once again, and she ran to the metal trash can at her right, she didn’t quite make it though. Hurling up a nervous stomach onto the sidewalk, she looked around frantically with many glaring eyes upon her, and wanted nothing more than to run far, far away.

      Freyja looked back to the main road where her taxi was screaming off, and then she looked back to the gate with the strong bird underneath its wings. She spat on the sidewalk, squared her shoulders, took a deep breath.

      “You can do this,” she whispered to herself.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas stared out at the many people who’d been walking through the park, and he wasn’t exactly sure what he’d be looking for. If anything, he hoped she’d find him. After all the research she did on him, she probably stumbled across a picture of him at some point. He checked his phone; no new messages.

      He was sitting directly under the wings of the gate, and at that moment he felt like one of those real detectives in a movie. One of those Harrison Ford’s or Tom Cruise’s who was meeting the one who’d give them the information needed to go find the bad guy. He laughed to himself—that’s actually what he was waiting for.

      In the sea of tourists, he gazed out, watching and waiting. Then a person caught his eye. A tall woman hurried down the sidewalk to his left. She wore a black T-shirt with torn, fitted jeans, and her died black hair flowed behind her as she walked faster than the other sightseers. He stood.

      Anxiously awaiting her to approach, Thomas’ hands hung loosely at his sides as he watched her walk up to him. Then, she was standing no more than four feet away, her eyes veiled behind round, dark sunglasses. She seemed to be awaiting him to speak first.

      “Is it you?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Let’s walk,” she said in a quick voice, and she was already in motion. He quickly joined her in step.

      “I’m glad you came,” Thomas said, looking at the young woman who stood his height, with the thick soles on her shoes. “Is there something else I can call you? Other than. . .”

      “Freyja,” she said. “I’m taking a lot of risks trusting you. I hope you’ve been discreet about this so far.”

      Thomas thought about his conversation with Wyatt. But he trusted him. He was a good friend. “You’re safe,” he said. “Nice to finally meet you, Freyja. You know my name already. So. . . what was the catalyst for you taking a last-minute flight to Korea?”

      “I found the seed phrase in Joon’s message,” she said. “But not all of it.”

      “That’s great news,” he said. “A seed phrase is the string of words needed to recover a wallet, correct?”

      She looked up at him, with an impressed, high-pitched humph. “Yes.”

      “How did you find the phrase?” he asked.

      “It was pretty genius, actually,” she said, brushing her hair from her forehead in the gentle summer breeze. “Joon was a fan of the number three, like we talked about. And with the Bitcoin being scattered to all those addresses, I started to look at the third digit in each numerical address and started looking to the comparable letter of the alphabet.”

      “Ninety-three different addresses,” Thomas said, slowing in his step. “The entirety of the twelve-word seed phrase is ninety-three letters long? But how would that account for letters that are higher than nine? How would he account for a Z in the phrase?” Then a thought occurred to him. “No, wait. Let me guess. . . there was a zero in the third position that signified a double-digit letter?”

      She looked over at him, smiling slightly, and lifting her finger to her nose, she tapped it twice.

      “So?” he asked, urging her to continue.

      “The last word follows a single address that seems to be gibberish. There’s no word in English that makes sense for it. And what’s even more puzzling is the final word in the seed phrase, which seems oddly out of place, especially after the nonsense address. And I’ve tried recovering the funds with the seed phrase including the final word, it doesn’t work.”

      “What’s the last word?” he asked.

      “The seed phrase includes words like Love, Thought, and Pain. But the last word doesn’t flow with the other words which are all emotions, or intangible things. The final word in the seed is USB.”

      Thomas stopped in his tracks. “USB? Is that where the last word would be maybe? On a USB drive?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “I think it’ll be a bit more complicated than that somehow.” Her voice was showing an inkling of frustration now. “But I don’t know how.”

      “But it was enough to send you flying to Korea.” Thomas laughed.

      “What’s funny?” she asked.

      “I thought this was going to be an investigation that was going to be solved online,” he said. “Following the money and all, but now we have to find a tangible USB drive to recover billions. It even drove CryptoCunt out of the shadows.” He laughed again.

      “It took a lot for me to come here,” she said, not laughing back.

      “OK,” he said, “next puzzle—why did Joon steal the Bitcoin? He was already well-off, well-respected in his community, and not to mention, the prime suspect—being the lead programmer for BitX. . .”

      “The seed phrase is one that Joon created the day before he died,” she said. “I think he was the one who stole the Bitcoin, but I also think he was hiding it from someone. That’s why he was killed.”

      “What sense does it make to kill the only man who could recover the funds?” he asked.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” she said.

      “Poor kid was tortured,” he said. “Maybe he spoke, told them the phrase, and they killed him anyway.”

      “Did the police find any USB flash drives or USB wallets at the place he lived?” she asked.

      “I don’t believe so.” Thomas scratched his head. “But I’ll double check. That might be a dead end. Perhaps at BitX, we could look in his desk. But here’s another question, you said it would be more complicated than simply finding a USB drive that would have the final seed word on it. . .  What are the odds we’re going to find this drive and simply pop it in a computer and the word is just going to pop up? He probably owns dozens of drives, hundreds even. I think we need to look more into that one wallet address that doesn’t make sense.”

      “That’s why I need your help. Here.” Freyja reached in her pocket, pulled a tiny piece of paper from it, and handed it to him. It was a crinkled strip of paper no wider than three inches long and one inch tall.

      Thomas knew this long string of digits was no secret, as anyone who knew how blockchain worked could find where the stolen Bitcoins were sitting. He didn’t know how far the programmers at BitX or the detectives working the case were getting, but this one address seemingly held the key to recovering the billions. He looked down at the long string of digits—3756713612698364508294611092232764.

      “So, by the code, this would signify an ‘E’ by the 5,” he said. “Yeah, that doesn’t make sense, E-U-S-B. . .  Is that a thing? An E-USB?”

      She shook her head.

      “Hmm,” he said, letting the numbers roll through his head. “There’s something there. I can feel it; I just don’t know what yet.”

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” she said. “Who knows how many people are searching for the code.”

      “We aren’t too late, are we?” he asked.

      She pulled her cell out and with two clicks, she locked it again. “No, the Bitcoin is still there.”

      “I’m going to have to call this in,” he said.

      Freyja grabbed his arm. “You can’t.” She pulled her sunglasses to the top of her head with her other hand. Her eyes were a deep, mossy green that showed a subtle worry.

      “Why not?” he asked, looking down at her slender fingers wrapped around his wrist. “It's my job. That’s why I’m here. They can help.”

      “You maybe trust some of your co-workers, but what about their bosses?” she asked. “Who do they report to? This isn’t fucking U.S. dollars that can just be created out of fucking thin air. This is gold. How much gold has your government stolen in its lifetime? So they get the Bitcoin, what do you think are the odds they’d give all that gold back to a decentralized exchange that they have absolutely no fucking control over? What are the odds they’re going to keep it ‘safe’? 50/50? 80/20?”

      Thomas’ head sank as she released his wrist.

      A warm wind blew through then that rustled his hair at his brow in the sunlight, which was only partially fogged by thin clouds wafting past.

      “Well, what would you suggest then?” he asked.
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      Two hours later, at the base of the tower that harnessed the BitX CEO, protesters continued their constant chants—their voices carrying out into the space trapped between the buildings in downtown Seoul, only this time with a much more present police force. After the gunshots, this congregation seemed much more like an angry, vocal assault upon the ones who’d lost their money.

      The sounds of squeaking, honking horns showed their disdain for not being able to pass through the road the hundred-or-so people were blocking. There was yellow police tape strung from white-striped saw-horses that flapped in the breeze. People yelled this time. The gunshots didn’t deter them, no, it made them more pissed off, and it showed in their determination. Cops cupped the holsters of their pistols as they watched the angry looks in the eyes of the real victims of this theft.

      Walking past them into the building was the man with bared, muscular shoulders with black tattoos running down both arms. His blue eyes peering past the screaming people with the not-too-clever signs. Niklas entered into the front doors of the building with ease, not even making eye contact with the woman at reception, who shied her eyes away from his anyway.

      Niklas made his way up the elevator, winding around the corner, making only brisk glances at the others in the office, still glaring at their computer screens.

      “Mr. Wei is busy,” the woman in the front of his office said to Niklas as he stared straight at Li through the clear glass. “He’ll be with you in moments, Mr. Wolf, if you’ll only just wait a minute—”

      Niklas pushed the door open with a click of the door latch.

      Mr. Wei looked at the man with his brow furrowed, and an impatience growing in his voice as he said, “I’ll call you back,” into the phone. He ended the call and laid the phone slyly into his pocket. “Niklas, I wasn’t expecting you just yet, we’d made an appointment for six. . .”

      “There was a new woman talking with Thomas. I want to know who she is,” Niklas said in a bitter, raspy tone.

      “Then go find out.” Li shook his head, but his groomed hair barely moved. “Isn’t that what I pay you for?”

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this girl,” Niklas said. “Scandinavian looking, young. . .  Why would she be here now?”

      “Maybe because there’s a dead body in their case, who knows what kinds of specialists they are going to be bringing in now. The Americans want the funds back.” Li’s fists were balled up and shaking as he walked back and forth in his office, framed perfectly by the clear glass that glimmered like gems in the strong sunlight. “I want the crypto back too, more than anyone! Are you getting any closer to finding how to get it back for me?” He glowered at Niklas.

      “I don’t know the fucking technicals of this,” Niklas shot back, with the muscles in his neck tensed as he leaned over the chair before Li’s desk. “That’s for your monkeys to figure out. I’m curious in people, and there’s something about Thomas Merten meeting with this girl at Olympic Park. Why would they meet there of all places, and she looked suspicious, she even grabbed his arm at one point. She knows something.”

      Li sighed and clasped his forehead, causing wrinkles in his young skin. “Fine, I heard something—”

      “What?” Niklas asked, with desperation on his breath. “Who told you?”

      “I got word a few hours ago she’s been in contact with Mr. Merton for days now,” Mr. Wei said. “We believe she is the wanted hacker.”

      “C-C?” Niklas asked, with his eyebrows furrowed.

      Li nodded.

      “Why didn’t you tell me when you found out?” Niklas asked, the veins rippled in his arms as he gripped the chair. “Why are you withholding information from me? It's my job to get that crypto back. I had her! She was right there in front of me! She may be helping him to find the Bitcoin right now.”

      There was a heavy silence in the air, as Niklas glared at Mr. Wei, who looked up at the ceiling, nearly holding his breath.

      “Niklas. . .”  Li said as he puffed his chest out and squared his shoulders, “you’re fired. You may leave the premises.” Then, a slow tear dropped out of the corner of Li’s eye.

      “What?” Niklas spat. “That isn’t how this works. You can’t just fire me. This isn’t over until it's over.”

      Mr. Wei glared with a wicked intensity, and another tear dropped down his cheek as he clenched his fists. “This wouldn’t be this bad right now if it wasn’t for you murdering Joon. You killed him for no reason, he may have done a bad thing, but he didn’t deserve to die. I never want to see you again.” He motioned to tap a button on his phone, but Niklas leaped over the chair with astonishing, aggressive speed and grabbed his arm before his finger was able to find the button. Li buckled in pain from the mere grasp of the mercenary’s hand around his wrist.

      “Please. . . please, stop,” Mr. Wei said in terror, with more tears streaming down his cheeks then. “You’re going to break my arm.”

      “This isn’t over,” Niklas said, with spit flinging from his downturned lips. “You don’t tell me with this is done. I will finish this. I’m sorry if your thieving friend died. If you ask me, he deserved worse. But, if you would’ve let me in the loop earlier, it wouldn’t have gotten to that point. See, that’s your problem Li.” He let go of Li’s wrist but sent him careening back toward the windows in his office. “You don’t trust people enough.”

      “I know I trusted you too much.” Li grabbed his wrist in pain. “Get out, just get out.”

      Niklas puffed out an angry grunt. “This isn’t over. Jobs don’t end me. I end jobs. I’m going to find that girl. Then I’m going to tell you what she knows, and you’re going to fucking pay me—pay me a lot, for all this bullshit.”

      “No, Niklas. You leave the girl out of this,” Li said. “I’m going to handle this with the authorities from now on. Leave her alone. Leave everyone alone, just go back to whatever hell you came from.”

      Niklas showed his yellowing teeth. “That’s right. I come from hell. But you know what? You’re there with me. Whatever dirt we crawled in—we crawled in it together. That’s why this isn’t over. You gave me a job to do, and that’s what I’m fucking going to do.”

      “Niklas,” Li said, as Niklas stormed out of the office, slamming the glass door behind him. “Niklas!” Li then let out a great sigh, picked up the phone on his desk, and his secretary picked up on the other side of the glass door, with a concerned voice. “Get me Soo-Jin Park.”
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      Later that evening, Thomas stood inside his boring hotel room, facing out the wide windows with the happenings of the city occurring down on the street. Buses passed by at slow, muffling paces, and expensive cars screamed by at electric speeds. Young people and old waited at the corners of the busy intersection below, waiting for their signal to cross, almost all of them were focused solely on their glowing screens propped up to their faces.

      Thomas wasn’t paying attention to the commotion down below or looking at either one of his phones. In his hand was that hand-scribbled string of numbers Freyja had given him hours ago. He rubbed his eye with his free hand, ran it through his slightly graying brown hair, and let out a frustrated sigh.

      3756713612698364508294611092232764 was the number.

      It doesn’t make any sense, there’s nothing there. But there’s got to be. He wouldn’t put it in here for no reason.

      The numbers, however, appeared to be at complete random to Thomas. He had been going through and analyzing another word that may be scattered somewhere in the code—anything that might make sense. But he found none. There were no words that fit with the same simple formula that she’d deciphered earlier. He tried it backward, nothing. He even turned it upside down, and after finding nothing—laughed at himself.

      Thomas considered calling Wyatt. But there was a bitter taste in his mouth already for talking to him about Freyja. At least Wyatt didn’t know much more about her than what he already told Thomas, so he didn’t know her name, but Thomas feared that if he called back and told him that she had come to Korea, she would immediately become someone of interest. Obviously, she didn’t steal the Bitcoins, she was trying to help him for heaven’s sake, but Wyatt’s bosses would definitely like to know as much as they could about her, and they’d surely get at least a picture of her. Thomas wouldn’t feel great about that, once the American government had a picture of her, how long would it be until all the other civilized governments had that same picture. A picture to match the name CryptoCunt. And although she wasn’t wanted by any governments—as far as Thomas knew anyway—those criminals out there who put a bounty on her didn’t want to pay out for some whiff of smoke, they wanted her head.

      There were people out there that wanted her dead; bad people. Thomas felt a dull pain in his stomach at the thought. He wasn’t risking anything by investigating this hack. She was risking everything.

      “No,” he said to himself. “I’ll figure this out without his help. Focus, just focus.”

      A ping came from his cell phone. He walked over to the nightstand and unlocked it quickly. It was a message from her. It didn’t say anything, but it was a link. He quickly pressed his index finger on the long link and was quickly directed to a website called CryptoToday.com. The headline at the top of the article in Helvetica read: BitX tries to calm investors by promising their money back. Sounded good, but the first line of the article read, But what they’re promising may not be exactly what you’d be hoping for.

      Thomas continued reading the article, and Li was quoted many times. Thomas could vividly see in his mind the young, well-groomed man mouthing the exact words. Again, he saw the telltale signs of people trying to cling onto their remaining customers, even though they royally ‘screwed the pooch.’ He saw things like, ‘we’re doing everything in our power’, ‘your security is our number one concern’, and Thomas’ personal favorite, ‘everything that can be done is being done.’

      Really? Everything? Every single thing? I bet the first people they called were the local police. What the fuck do they know about high-level hack jobs like this?

      The really interesting thing to him though was the actual plan to reimburse investors in the case that they’d be unable to recover the Bitcoins that were missing.

      The plan was to not payout back into Bitcoin and give it to the investors. No. The plan was to pay the current market price for Bitcoin back to the investors in South Korean won or American dollars.

      As soon as he read that, he went over to his laptop and brought up the website the bartender back in D.C. had told him to go to. Since the hack, Thomas saw that Bitcoin’s price had dropped thirty-five percent! And he didn’t see any signs of it slowing. It was breaking through resistances like crazy, and rapidly. Volume was huge, but only on the sell side. It was crashing through the twenty-and fifty-day moving averages, and it was approaching the two-hundred day, which may show some support, but not with this news.

      What if someone bought one Bitcoin six months ago and they got paid out now. Their investment would be half! What kind of shit deal is this they’re offering to people? It's not even an offer—they’re telling them that’s how this is going to shake out.

      “At least they didn’t just leave everyone with completely empty pockets,” he said.

      He went back to his phone. He was going to type a message to Freyja, asking her why they would do this. But he knew why. They were a rich exchange, and if they could navigate their way through the shit infested swamp they were in, the lower the payout, the better for the company. Even if they lose half of those customers and squabble their way through years of lawsuits—what they’re doing is probably legal, even though he was no expert in Korean law. They’d make it through this, as long as they paid out something. So—they pay out sixty-five-ish percent of one billion, and they get to keep on keeping on. Bullshit, but probably legal. Li won’t lose any of his personal money, maybe a year’s worth of lavish bonuses from the board, or himself.

      Then he typed in his phone—seems pretty par for the course. The rich get richer and the normal gal and guy get it fucked.

      No reply. He put the phone back in his pocket and went back to the numbers.

      He thought about if it could be a bank account routing and checking number, he looked into that on the laptop, but nothing showed that that would be the case. He even typed in that long name with a .com at the end of it in the address bar—nothing. He thought about trying to see if it was a phone number with some small countries dialing code. That did check out—375 was the code for Belarus, just next to Poland.

      Knowing it was a long shot, he picked up the phone again and dialed the number, until he began to hear a ringing tone. The muscles in his shoulders instantly tightened, and he pulled the face right up flush to his ear. But then the ringing shut off, and it was a loud, annoying beeping of a dead line.

      Thomas hung up the phone, and looked out to the city far out, and below. The lights of Seoul were beginning to glow with vivid life. Bright neon lights glowed from the bottoms of tall buildings, excitedly inviting hungry patrons in for a late dinner. He glanced up at the tall buildings and at the huge apartment complexes that were scattered throughout the city.

      He thought about the seed phrase that was so far discovered that Freyja had told him before she ran off to find some taxi and be back on her computer. Thomas didn’t have to write the words down, he remembered them in order just fine in his head.

      The words were:

      

      Love

      Uncertainty

      Freedom

      Choice

      Melancholy

      Algorithm

      Instinct

      Thought

      Mercy

      Wisdom

      Pain

      USB

      

      All those seed phrase words, they’re all ethereal in nature. All except the last two, and the second to last is kind of a stretch. I suppose there could be an argument for pain being physical, but USB for certain is a tangible thing.

      He looked back out to the city—at the gleaming lights of the street lights, at the people who ran across streets arm in arm. He glanced up at the skyscrapers and the helicopter choppering by. His gaze went back to the buildings full of apartments.

      “A USB drive is a real thing. It needs to be somewhere. . .”

      He went back to his laptop, and his fingers moved over the keys with brimming enthusiasm. After his fingers stopped, his hands fell to his upper legs. His mouth was slightly open as he stared at the glowing screen. Then his lips locked, and a satisfying smile rose on his face. He scratched his cheek and his new day's stubble. “Of course,” he said. “It’s so obvious.”

      Thomas stood, went back to the window, and typed a quick message to Freyja: I know what it is. . .

      An immediate response came: OK. I’m going to send you an encrypted message to your e-mail. Don’t type it here. I knew you’d find it.

      He felt a wild thrill rushing through him, and a renewed pride working with her. It was as if he felt like he’d finally contributed to their ‘partnership.’

      Thomas smiled and watched the city brimming to life under the night sky, his computer still glowed on the small table at the side of the room. He left the website open; it was EnterLatitudeandLongitude.com.
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      The following morning, after a small pot of below par, pre-ground coffee and an ‘American style’ breakfast with a soggy, sausage sandwich and a football-shaped tater tot, Thomas made a phone call to detective Ron Jones. Ron answered, seemingly surprised by the call.

      It was a quick conversation. Thomas simply asked if he could see Joon Chang-Min’s condo, that day. Ron agreed, and said he would pick Thomas up at 11 a.m.

      After the call, Thomas went back to his laptop. Flipping it open and clicking back the encrypted chat that Freyja had sent him, he stared at the screen. He’d already told her the night before about the second to last string of digits being coordinates for a geographical location. They pointed right to Joon’s condo. He got the impression she felt a bit. . . stupid for not figuring it out herself. The new mystery is why would he give the location of his condo? Isn’t it obvious already to look at his possessions for it? Or, perhaps he had to, so that whoever was going to solve this mystery had to be pointed to exactly where the seed word was. After all, Thomas knew, that if those Bitcoins were taken by Joon and Joon alone, and if this seed phrase wasn’t discovered, then all those Bitcoins would be gone forever. Billions—possibly tens of billions—in wealth just sitting there, unusable. It would be like standing in front of bulletproof glass with billions of dollars in cash sitting on a table and being told that money would sit there for eternity.

      He typed: Has the Bitcoin moved?

      A reply came promptly: No.

      How much time do you think we have? he typed.

      We may have a few days on everyone, but there's no way of knowing. People far smarter than you and I are digging in. Maybe we only have a few hours or minutes.

      He typed: Well, whoever solves it is going to have to get into Joon’s condo. I’ll be there soon, even the best hacker in the world would have to physically go there.

      I hope you find something. But I’m worried you won’t find anything at all.

      He typed: If I find anything, I won’t tip off anyone, but it's going to be difficult to get a USB drive out of that place. I’ll have to take my laptop and copy whatever is on the stick onto my hard drive.

      That should be fine. Send me the files immediately if you do. Let’s not take any chances of losing whatever you may find, she said.

      Freyja, what will we do if we get the Bitcoin? I’m a contracted employee of the U.S. government. I have to hand it over if we get it. You weren’t planning on. . . keeping it, were you?

      There was a minute-long pause before she sent a response.

      If you mean, I want to keep stolen Bitcoin you are very wrong. The crypto doesn’t belong to us, and it doesn’t belong to any government. It belongs to the ones it was stolen from. If we get the crypto, I’m going to send it to four wallets, all ones that I’ve created. We will keep it safely on those until we are able to get it back to the victims of the crime, but away from the BitX exchange. You can tell your job whatever you want, but I’ll put a bullet in my brain before I turn over that much Bitcoin to some corrupt fucking government.

      Thomas didn’t like the idea. It was borderline illegal, but legality with cryptocurrencies was a budding sapling. It might not be completely illegal to hold the crypto, ‘season’ it if you will. But there was a familiar feeling in his gut when Freyja said the word corrupt. Thomas had been working too long in D.C. to not agree. There was a hell of a chance the U.S. Government might end up keeping most of it, just because they ‘lost’ it, or if they found the original owners of the crypto not worthy individuals to be handing out wealth to. Even if it was their money.

      Another thing—this wasn’t cash, or the digital U.S. dollar. This was the new world. The Federal Reserve back in the states could print whatever money they wanted with a couple of keystrokes. No Reserve anywhere in the world could make even one more Bitcoin. It's similar to gold, and you remember what the government used to do with gold?

      Give it to people if they wanted it in exchange for their hard-earned money. When was the last time the government gave away gold? Shit, they stopped backing the dollar with gold back in ’71 with that crook Nixon. Now what would they do with it? Hoard it in fortresses like Fort Knox. Why wouldn’t they do the same with Bitcoin? Especially when the price spikes back up like it's done so often over the years.

      Thomas sighed. He knew it was his job to get it back, and hand it over to whoever Wyatt told him to, but man, this would be a knee in the dick if Wyatt asked for all of it, or to give it to the South Korean government. No one really knew what would happen. The coins may just get double-stolen. For the first time in many years, Thomas didn’t mind the idea of not-being-dry, even for just an hour.
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        * * *

      

      The feeling of having a drink was fleeting, and he quickly rounded back around to gain control of his senses.

      10:55 a.m. rolled around and Ron texted that he was at the front drive to the hotel. Thomas was eager to get to Joon’s as he nearly ran to the elevator.

      He just about leaped into Ron’s white Mustang with black trim.

      They both greeted each other with police-like ‘heys.’

      Ron’s heavy foot pressed firmly on the pedal and they were quickly ripping toward downtown.

      “How’s your research been going?” Ron scratched his short, black beard. He’d changed from his tan suit to an outfit of a blue, button-up shirt, jeans, and a black jacket.

      “It’s been fine.” Thomas tried his best to keep the excitement from spilling out through his breath. “It’s gotten to the point where I figured now would be a good time to do a look at the scene of the crime, even though I’m sure it’s been combed over good.”

      “Nice place,” Ron said, cleaning his teeth with a fresh toothpick. “Wouldn’t want to rent it now though, turned into a bloody mess.”

      “Has it been cleaned?” Thomas asked. “I mean, I’m sure the blood was mopped. But is the scene still intact?”

      “More or less,” he said. “People are still in and out of there, just like you, hoping to find something new.”

      The remainder of the drive, Thomas and Ron talked about the latest season of the Kansas City Royals.

      Up in the high lofts of Joon’s building, the elevator doors opened with a low murmur of slick-moving steel, and a long hall opened up with soft light bulbs that must have been $50 a piece, in long rows on both sides. They were the kind of light bulbs that were clear and had elaborate, winding filaments, like the ones you see hanging over someone’s newly remodeled home in some magazine by the register at a market in the states.

      Ron led the way. With the size of the condos, there were only four doors that led to condos on this level, one at each corner. Joon’s was the one on the north-east corner. His keys dangled as he pulled them from his right-front pocket, slipping it in with a smooth flipping of tiny pistons within the lock.

      As he turned the key and turned the knob, he said, “Looks like we’re the only ones here.”

      Thomas felt the slight curve of a smile on the right side of his lips.

      Ron flipped on the light switch, even though it wasn’t necessary with the flooding sunlight from the afternoon sun seeping into the vast windows on two sides of the condo. The place couldn’t have been more different from Thomas’ apartment back in Missouri. It was masterfully clean, with only a faint layer of fresh dust from a couple of days without a cleaner. The furniture was a fine leather, there was a Persian-looking rug, actually three of them. Marble-tops on the kitchen counters with a massive island at the center of the open kitchen. And blood. . .  lots of dried blood.

      Near the computer table, which was free of all computers and monitors now, lay a thick, dry, circular stain of almost black-blood. It had streaked all the way from the patio door to the computer desk, where Joon was tortured.

      “Terrible,” Thomas said, never having seen such a sight. “Who could do this to a person? Just for money?” But he knew the answer. Money made people kill all the time. What were most wars fought over anymore anyway? And this wasn’t a little bit of money for some cocaine.

      “Yup,” Ron said, more composed than Thomas. “He crawled to the window, but then was dragged back here, where he was stabbed, and remained alive for maybe another hour before he finally passed. Whoever did this, it wasn’t his first time. He enjoyed it.”

      “Sickening.” Thomas put his hands in his pockets and began to inspect the apartment.

      “What are you looking for exactly?” Ron asked. “Interior design tips?”

      “Not sure, really,” Thomas lied. “Maybe a clue of where he put the crypto.” OK, he didn’t entirely lie.

      “Well,” Ron said, slowly following Thomas, who had his laptop bag draped over his shoulder, “there’s nothing here. No computers, they were all confiscated.”

      “What about USB drives?” Thomas again tried to mask his excitement. “Did they find any and confiscate those?”

      “Nope, not a one, kinda fishy if you ask me.” Ron furrowed his brow. “Guys like Joon don’t usually do their only backups to the cloud. They like to keep things off the grid. I don’t know, I just think it's odd that he didn’t have any backups of his work here in the apartment.”

      “That is fishy.” Thomas opened kitchen cabinet drawers and pulled them out to look behind them. “Did the killer take them?”

      “Entirely possible,” Ron said. “Probable even.”

      “Any closer to catching this guy?” Thomas inspected behind another drawer.

      “I haven’t heard anything,” he said. “That’s the local government’s investigation. But to be honest, unless this guy messed up royally somewhere, I doubt he’d leave a trace. He’s probably out of the country by now.”

      “Another murderer on the loose,” Thomas said. “And no CCTV camera footage of him entering or leaving the apartment? I saw cameras out there.”

      Ron smirked. “Yep, there were two separate times one hour and thirty-seven minutes apart where the camera footage goes blurry just long enough for a man to walk from the elevator to the room door and enter.”

      “What?” Thomas said, snapping his gaze back to Ron. “He had some device that kills camera footage?”

      “And it happened all over the building,” Ron said. “He’s a pro, whoever he is. No camera footage, no blood, no fingerprints, and no witnesses. A real grade A ghost.”

      Thomas shook his head. “I hope I never run into this guy.”

      “I hope we catch him before he gets his sights set on some other innocent person.”

      “Do you think Joon was innocent?” Thomas felt underneath the lip of the island in the center of the kitchen.

      “Hmm.” Ron stroked his beard. “I hadn’t thought about it in a moral sense. I mean, yes, he probably stole it. But who did he really steal it from? The people who owned it, or the people who really intended to steal it? I mean, the owners of the Bitcoin didn’t send out someone like this after the programmer, did they? No. This screams insider knowledge types. The heavy hitters.”

      “That’s what I think.” Thomas put both hands on the top of the island and looking around the condo. “Is that his bedroom over there?”

      Ron led him to Joon’s bedroom. Same as the rest of the place—fancy, with a king-size bed with satin sheets, but with posters of bands and movies on the wall. Thomas recognized some of them, but not all: Radiohead, Björk, The Matrix, The Arctic Monkeys, Apocalypse Now, Zoolander, and one for The Misfits.

      “Weird kid, huh?” Ron asked.

      “I don’t know,” Thomas said. “You ever had a teenager before?”

      “No kids.”

      “Good for you,” Thomas said. “Lots to miss, though.”

      “How many you got?” Ron asked.

      Thomas ran his fingers over each of the posters, hoping to find a drive behind one of them. “One,” he said, “she’s all grown up now though, got a kid of her own.”

      “Congratulations,” Ron said. “By the way, they had two teams I know of come through with metal detectors. There’s nothing behind those.”

      Thomas turned and shrugged with a smile. “You can’t blame me for trying. I’m sure they thought to check under the mattress.”

      Ron shrugged. “Probably. But you want to check anyway, don’t you?” Thomas smiled.

      Together they both lifted one side of the soft mattress up and found nothing underneath.

      Damn. There really isn’t anything here, is there? What am I going to tell Freyja? That this is the end of the line and all the Bitcoin is gone?

      A thought did come to him then, what if someone got the drive before the police arrived? Did someone already crack the code? Days ago even? They could have the drive right now. But then they would have the seed phrase and all the Bitcoin would have been moved the second they got control of it. No. Whoever has the drive doesn’t know what they have. . . yet.

      Ron got a text from the sound of the blip in his pocket. He pulled it out and checked it. “It’s Soo-Jin. He’s asking if we need any help.” He looked up at Thomas. “Do you have any questions for him? He’s the one who let us in here.”

      “Would you mind double-checking with him that they didn’t find any USB drives in the condo?”

      Ron nodded and punched the message in. “No,” Ron said, after the text message came through. “He is asking why you asked, though.”

      “Just like we talked about,” Thomas said. “Just seems fishy.”

      Twenty minutes later, Thomas followed Ron out of the apartment. He was defeated. What am I going to tell Freyja?

      Just then he got a text, it was from her.

      It read: I’m outside. Lose the fuzz. We need to talk.
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      Niklas slammed his strong hands onto the black leather steering wheel, waiting for the light to turn. “Fucking cocksucker! God damn dog!” He gritted his teeth with a deep groan from down in his gut. The light turned and he gunned it, zipping through cars in the busy lanes of the city. “Who the fuck does he think he is to fire me?”

      Truth be told, someone of Niklas’ profession didn’t have trouble finding jobs. There were plenty of people out there who wanted people like him to do the things he could do. He could travel anywhere in the world and make money doing it. But for him it wasn’t about the money, or the title. It was about respect and power. People like Niklas also craved power. Power over life, power over people; the power to do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted. Even when employed, they want to know that they are the ones in control. So, getting fired by some metrosexual behind a glass desk didn’t exactly please him.

      There were only two things that would help to calm Niklas now: one was working out—lifting heavy weights to loud music or killing.

      He drove back to his hidden shack quickly, and threw his black, sleeveless top to the floor, took a deep breath, and eyed the hidden briefcase in the kitchen cupboard. He feigned a smile. Niklas fell onto his bed, resting his bald head against the drywall behind him. He drew out a silver laptop from the floor next to him, and he opened it. The screen flickered to life with a blue glow. He tapped his password into the lock screen, scratching at the knife tattoo on his stubbly neck.

      He quickly opened the web browser, and in the search field entered the word, ‘CryptoCunt.’ Articles appeared with the stories of her victories, and other scammers’ defeats. He adjusted his search query—adding one word—‘reward.’ Niklas already had a heavy cryptocurrency portfolio, with many of his contractors paying him solely in that, but again. . . to people like Niklas, it was about the hunt. Now he had a face. Li didn’t seem 100 percent sure it was her, but there was enough to warrant speculation. And this would give him something to do before he left the country.

      Grinning, he closed the laptop and the glow of the computer faded to the dull light of the room, with two dead light bulbs left dark. Niklas opened the nightstand drawer, and a Glock 22 rustled from within; with the sound of heavy metal hitting cheap wood walls. He pulled it out, checked the clip, and pointed it at the wall. Closing an eye and staring down the sight, he put his finger on the trigger. On a Glock 22, there is no safety. The gun will never fire from being dropped or thrown around, but if a finger finds its way around the trigger and pulls all the way back—the gun will fire.

      Niklas held the grip of the gun tight, resting his finger on the trigger, and with a dark life creeping in his eyes, his lips moved—leaving the sound of a firing gun coming from them.

      “Bitch,” he said next, placing the Glock back into the drawer. “At least gives me something to do, though.” He flicked on the TV in the corner of the room with the controller that rested on the unmade, scratchy sheets. Cracking his neck, he stood up, and putting his arms out before him, fell forward and began to do push-ups.

      On the screen was the local news in Korean. He didn’t seem to mind. The muscles on his arms glistened as the sweat slowly seeped through his skin. The grunting didn’t even start until he hit the high 80’s in his pushups, non-stop he made it to 100, and that was only his first set. Next was jumping knees. He wrapped his fingers around the Rambo-like knife that was in the corner of the room and did a dance with it. It was a hypnotic-like back and forth sway, with the knife’s blade shimmering out the back side of his hand. Swaying at the waist, and lowering himself into a low squat, his blue eyes focused like a cobra’s. Standing back up quickly, he threw the knife end over end at the far side of the room, to a two by four nailed to the wall. The knife stuck into it with a thunderous knock.

      Again, back to push-ups now, and the sweat reared its head again, all the while the sound of a fast-speaking Korean man and woman filled the room. He continued on like this for another twenty minutes. His normal routine lasted the better part of an hour and a half, but something interrupted him that drove red-hot anger through him. Niklas Wolf didn’t know Korean, but he’d been living in Seoul long enough to know a few words, and what he’d just heard made his eyes shoot toward the screen.

      His hands hung heavily at his sides, beads of sweat were streaking down his forehead, and his eyes were driven wide. He’d heard a name on the local news, and it wasn’t just any name. They weren’t talking about BitX, or Li Wei, or anyone else in the world he knew. No. It was his name.

      Standing like a hulking six foot three marine alone in his room, he was now looking up at his own face on the screen.

      “I’m going to kill you, Li,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m going to get you for this you snake!”

      He, again, didn’t understand what they were saying on the screen, but he’d heard his name, seen his picture, and now with his face removed from the screen, he was left looking at an image of a young man with glasses and a black, pulled back ponytail with shaved sides. It was Joon Chang-Min. They were after him for Joon’s murder.

      Every police officer in the city would be looking for him now.

      “Traitors,” he said to himself. “There’s no way I left any trace. No fucking way.”

      Niklas grabbed the Glock and holster quickly and strapped it around his waist. Then he began to pack. He didn’t believe Li knew where he lived, but he wasn’t certain. Moving at a frantic pace, packing clothes and laptops, he went over to the hidden compartment in the kitchen. Kneeling, he popped it open with a click, and ran his fingers down his trophy case.

      But then something happened, feeling the expensive leather on his rough fingertips, the case called to him. It wasn’t so much the case spoke; it was more a feeling it was hollow. . .  empty. It needed to be filled. The whole feeling ripped through him, leaving him feeling hollow himself. There was an emptiness inside that needed to be filled. For him to feel normal. . . satiated again. . . there had to be something to fill the void. He needed another victim, and with Li up in his high tower on display, especially with the fresh news that his security head had murdered his lead programmer, there had to be another. There had to be someone that was low key, someone that possibly no one even knew about. Someone. . . anonymous.
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      “I’ll catch a ride,” Thomas said to Ron, who seemed eager to talk more about what Thomas was hoping to find but didn’t by his startled reaction that he wanted to go off on his own.

      “Sure.” Ron pulled at his jacket’s collar with both hands. “We’ll talk soon. You’re gonna get a taxi back to your hotel?”

      “I think so, I want to do a little thinking. . . take a walk.”

      “All right,” Ron said with a forced smile. “I’ll check you later. If you need anything just holler.”

      “Thanks,” Thomas said, trying to keep his gaze on his liaison, and not feverishly scan the area for Freyja. Ron nodded and made his way back to his car.

      Thomas walked away from Ron’s direction, his eyes looking in a frenzy over the crowded downtown area. She said she’s here. She’s got to be close, but she’s probably just waiting for Ron to drive off.

      Thomas stopped at the corner of an intersection with a dozen others. The sounds of the city were full of life now. He heard the humming of the streetlight next to him, the beeping of the crosswalk signal, the sounds of people talking at a rapid pace in a foreign language, and he felt something on his arm—the caress of a young woman’s fingers. It was the soft whisper of skin brushing against the back of his hand. Then he caught her smell, an aroma of perfumy tobacco, and freshly shampooed hair.

      He turned toward the soft touch and met her eyes. She didn’t have shades on this time, and he had the strange sudden urge to apologize for not finding anything of value up in the condo.

      “You didn’t find anything,” she said, most hope leaving her green eyes, that went from bright emeralds to the color of a deep, dense forest.

      Thomas shook his head, not meeting her gaze. “And the police don’t have it either. Leaves us with two real possible scenarios. Either someone who's cracked the code took it already, or—”

      “The killer has it,” she intervened.

      “Let’s walk,” he said, gently brushing her arm. He remembered how tall she was as she walked next to him, her dull-black hair flowing behind her. He was probably twice her age, with no real attraction to her other than that he wanted to help her. She seemed intent on bringing down the bad guys on this one, and other than that he had absolutely no idea what she really thought of him. After all, he was a middle-aged man compared to her. But she was beautiful. . . a mystery to him. Although he wanted nothing sexual from their relationship, he could see the gentle, yet strong presence of this young woman. Perhaps after all this was done, maybe they could be friends.

      “So, this is in the hands of the police now?” she asked. “We can’t tell them what we know, not in this country.”

      “What country would you prefer?” He laughed. He didn’t get the response he was looking for.

      “Australia, Sweden, Thailand, Canada,” she said with her eyes wild, pulling her vape pen from her jacket pocket. “Not fucking Korea, the U.S., China or India please.”

      He took a quick step back in surprise from her enthusiasm. She is emotionally invested in this. It was real for her now. As it was for him too. “Hey, sorry,” he said. “I’m not exactly used to working with people like this. I mean. . .  I’ve never been in this situation before. Not with a murder like this.”

      “I suppose neither have I.” She brushed her hair back behind her ear.

      They continued walking past the droves of business people and tourists beneath the towering buildings, lit in vibrant light even at this time in the early afternoon on this day growing warmer with each passing minute.

      “OK,” he said. “Let's change the subject for a minute, clear our heads. Why in the world would BitX offer fiat currency at today’s prices regardless of how much the investors bought in at?”

      “It's going to skyrocket soon, the market cap that is,” she said, not even looking at him.

      “What? How would you know that?” Does she know market analysis too? Or does she have some inside information?

      “Haven’t you looked at the charts?” she asked, staring with a condescending look into his eyes, and with a brief snicker. “You didn’t see the cycles?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I saw them and heard a bit about them from some kid on YouTube. The markets move quickly in crypto, but that could also just be because of the small amount of money invested in it versus something like the S&P five hundred—or gold.”

      “You watch, after this is all shaken out,” she said, with surety in her breath. “Give it a couple of months. Two-thousand percent gains at least. All of these poor losers who lost their money are gonna be scared and walk with their fiat.”

      “Sounds like a good time to buy in though,” he said. “I assume you’ll strike it rich.” He wanted to laugh again, but held it in, trying to read her.

      “Getting rich isn’t the goal,” she said. “Sure, I own a little, but it’s more about freedom from institutions and governments, and the principle. I’m not selling ever. I just spend it instead of cash.”

      Thomas couldn’t deny, he liked the sound of that. Even if he’d made a semi-handsome living off the dividends and interest from past investments himself.

      “Back to the subject at hand.” Freyja turned the corner around a street light. “If the killer has the drive. He probably just gave it off to his boss, or bosses.”

      “Safe assumption,” Thomas said. “Unless the killer was on the inside and wanted the money for him or herself.”

      “I think it’s a safe assumption it's a him,” she said. “How many woman murderers do you think stab someone slowly to death?”

      “I’m sure there’s at least one out there.” He thought of the movie Monster with Charlize Theron, and the brutal murders the woman committed.

      “You done?” she asked. “The guy who killed Joon. He wanted the money, or the seed phrase to get the money back. I think it's safe to say he wasn’t there for just the USB drive—as to say—he wasn’t in the same place we are. The killer could have just broken in and stolen the drive when Joon wasn’t there. I think he was trying to get Joon to spell out exactly how to get the money back.”

      “So, we either have a sociopathic crypto-hacker, or the killer is working for someone. I’m willing to bet the latter,” he said. “We have to find out who was after the money, after it was taken. Or who tried to take it in the first place but was bested by Joon.”

      “Where would we start with that?” she asked. “All I can see on my screen is where the money was moved. Sure, I checked into BitX, and it's greasy, real greasy, even if it is decentralized.”

      “Perhaps it’s time I had another talk with Li Wei,” he said. “Like I said before, I got a strong feeling he wasn’t telling me everything. This time, I think I’m going to have to get a bad cop in with me.” His first thoughts went to Ron, who he didn’t picture being much in that role, but he honestly thought that detective Soo-Jin might be good, if he didn’t mind getting aggressive. It wouldn’t hurt if someone spoke Korean in the meeting too.

      “Li couldn’t be the killer, right?” Freyja asked, her eyebrow ring and dimple ring flickering in the golden sunlight.

      “Nah,” Thomas said. “Not unless he’s like the Tim Bundy type. The super-rare type. He’s too in love with money. It’s probably just some sick son of a bitch who comes out only in the shadows of night. Mafia-type. You know, like Luca Brasi from the Godfather movies. You’re probably too young to have seen that movie.”

      “Nope,” she said with a rare smile. “It’s one of my favorites.” And in a terrible Italian accent, she went on, “It means Luca Brasi swims with the fishes.”

      It took quite a bit of integrity for him to not burst into laughter. It almost sounded in her accent like a dumb American trying to flounder through a classic line from the Seven Samurai, in Japanese. He chuckled but didn’t laugh. “I’m impressed. A film buff.”

      She looked away. “We’re going to have plenty of time to catch up on old films if we don’t find out who has the drive.”

      He sighed. He knew she was right. There wasn’t much else they could do except become murder investigators themselves and solve a case the trained professionals here in Seoul couldn’t. . .  Again, he felt her warm skin, this time clasped around his elbow. He turned to see her looking over past him, behind him even. Her green eyes were wide, glaring, almost in fear, almost in excitement. He didn’t know her well enough to tell yet. Thomas expected the killer himself to be standing right behind him—and in fact—he wasn’t that far off.

      “Thomas. . .”  she said, in a voice that signaled her surprise.

      Now, fully turned about, he released her grip with a calming shrug and wave of his hand. They both approached what she was looking at together. It was a small stand selling Korean ice cream, but what was really enticing wasn’t the sugar-laden creamy delicacies inside. No. It was a flickering small TV attended to by an elderly woman fanning herself inside the covered cart on the side of the sidewalk.

      “I’ll be damned,” Thomas said, inching his way closer.

      “I saw Joon’s face on the screen, but now it’s this man. Could it be him?” she asked, gliding next to him to the cart.

      It didn’t take long for Thomas to recognize the strong, bald man’s face on the screen. He then looked around at the passersby with urgency.

      “You speak English?” he asked a young couple walking by, who ignored him. “You?” he asked every person he could that was speeding by.

      Eventually one person said, “Yes. Are you OK?” It was a young Korean woman wearing a red skirt and white shirt. Her look was puzzled, yet vaguely concerned by her open lips and raised eyebrows.

      “You speak Korean?” Thomas asked. She nodded. “Can you please do me a favor and tell me what the person on the news is saying on that TV over there? Please?”

      She held a puzzled look on her face, with her mouth slightly agape, but then after looking at Freyja who seemed to be with Thomas, she nodded and walked over to the ice cream cart. She stared at the screen a few moments.

      “There’s been a murder,” the young woman said.

      “What about the bald man?” Thomas asked. “What are they saying about him?”

      “He’s the one they think did the murder,” she said with her hand covering her mouth.

      “Thank you,” Freyja said to her. “Would you like some ice cream for your help?”

      She shook her head, only wanting to be on her way.

      “You know that man?” Freyja asked.

      He nodded. “He was the head of security for BitX. Niklas Wolf is his name.” His eyes narrowed. “Now, I really need to have that conversation with Mr. Wei.”
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      Back at the headquarters of BitX, Thomas shook hands with Soo-Jin Park, who had a strong handshake, bowing slightly as he squeezed. Shorter than Thomas, older by a couple of years, and much broader at the shoulders, Soo-Jin was a serious man Thomas could tell. He was an expert in his field, and work was an important thing to him. He wanted to find this Bitcoin too, and after the identity of the killer was released, he was eager to answer Thomas’ call.

      Their phone conversation lasted less than five minutes and consisted mostly of—we need to talk to Li Wei again.

      “So, you say you want to do a good cop/bad cop on Mr. Wei?” Soo-Jin asked as they made their way up the elevator.

      “That was my thinking.” Thomas put his hands in his pockets and stared up at the number of the increasing floors, glowing in green numbers. Green like money. “I got the feeling Li is holding something back. Now it’s evident.”

      “If you want,” Soo-Jin said, “but I don’t think it’ll be all that necessary. If Mr. Wei isn’t willing to fully cooperate with us now, he’s going to have to against a jury.”

      “Did you. . . ?” Thomas began, scratching his cheek. “Did you suspect Niklas as the murderer? How did you find out it was him? If you don’t mind my asking.”

      “He was considered,” Soo-Jin said, “not a serious one though to be honest. The idea of having someone in the company murder Joon seemed. . . stupid. If you’re going to hire an assassin, hire from the outside. But no. . . it was an anonymous tip, but they had evidence.”

      “What evidence?” Thomas asked, eager to get the answer.

      “A photo of his car parked in the garage at Joon’s building that night, a picture that was digitally verified to have been taken that same night he was killed.”

      “What?” Thomas said with both eyebrows propped up. “Someone took a picture of his car? Someone did that on purpose. Whoever did that must have done it for collateral or something. Or someone out to get him.” He calmed himself as they neared Li’s floor. “What do you think it is?”

      “You’re probably right,” Soo-Jin said. “Some insurance to keep Niklas on a leash, or it was done to hide who was sent the dog off the leash.”

      The door dinged, and the green numbers froze about. Floor 20 they said.

      Soo-Jin motioned for Thomas to exit first, which he did with strong strides, and Soo-Jin followed. They skipped past the receptionist, who feigned her gaze away, not trying to stop them. Li’s secretary though, stood quickly, waving for them to wait.

      Looking past the glass though, Thomas met Li’s gaze from the other side. It wasn’t panic in his eyes; it was more like. . . concern.

      Soo-Jin pushed the door open and walked through as if it were his office. Li sat at his desk, looking like a frail man, slumped over, and worn with stress. His hair wasn’t as well-combed as normal, and his complexion was pale.

      “Detective,” Mr. Wei said, as Soo-Jin was standing before his desk with his strong arms behind his back, his hands clasping together.

      “Mr. Wei,” he said. “I’m sure you heard the news.”

      Li’s head slunk. “I can’t believe he killed him. He killed Joon in cold blood.” Li looked as if he was about to sob, as a teardrop made its way down his cheek. “I feel terrible about it. I should never have hired him.”

      “Where is he, Mr. Wei?” Soo-Jin asked. “Where is Niklas Wolf?”

      “I. . .  I don’t know,” Li said, looking up at Soo-Jin, and by Thomas’ estimation—he was telling the truth.

      “How could you not know?” Soo-Jin asked, leaning forward and putting both bulky hands on the desk, glaring into Li’s eyes. Bad cop all right. “You don’t have a residence for him?”

      Li shook his head. “Niklas was the type of guy who lived. . . demanded privacy.” He sighed. “Now I know why. . .  All I have is a cell phone number.”

      “Write it down please,” Soo-Jin said, pointing to a stack of papers at the corner of Li’s large, wooden desk. Li took a piece of paper and began to scribble the number from his cell phone.

      “You think it's still activated?” Thomas asked Soo-Jin.

      “No,” he replied, taking the note and placing it in his breast pocket. “But it may tell us where he’s been. He’s surely killed the phone now. His type could be halfway across the planet by now. We don’t have long to catch him if he’s still here.”

      “Mr. Wei,” Thomas said in a softer voice than what Soo-Jin had been using. “Why would Niklas kill Joon? Why would someone in your company—your head of security—go after the missing Bitcoins?”

      “To be clear, I fired Niklas before I heard the news, and I’ve been trying to figure out the answer to that very question ever since I heard,” Li said. “The most logical explanation is that he wanted it for himself.”

      Thomas thought about that for a moment; he didn’t know Niklas, but he didn’t come off at first glance like the type who wanted vast sums of wealth. No, but he got that impression from the weak man sitting behind the desk now.

      “Do you think Joon stole the crypto?” Thomas asked flat out.

      “He obviously had something to do with it,” Li said. “He knew where it was and moved it. I don’t know for sure if he was the one to first steal it, but he was the one who moved it to those separate wallets. And to be honest, he was already rich. Not billions rich, but rich enough for a twenty-two-year-old genius. He wasn’t the type to steal or cheat. If anything, he was an altruist about the nature and idea of cryptocurrency. He believed in it so much he died because of it. No, I don’t think it was his idea to steal it.” Thomas caught a slight shakiness in Li’s eyes, and he wondered if Soo-Jin noticed it too.

      “Do you think he would have told Niklas how to get the crypto?” Thomas asked. “Under the torture he was being subjected to?”

      “He was young, but he was strong-willed and stubborn,” Li said, “but he sure didn’t want to die.” Li’s eyes grew wet again. “I think he would’ve held out until his end. If he divulged the seeds to Niklas, the funds would have been moved immediately again.” Thomas believed him, and it made sense, unless this was some sort of grand conspiracy. But he knew that when it came to the financial crash of 2008, it most certainly was a grand conspiracy to rob the American people themselves—and the bankers walked. They fucking walked and got bailed out by taxpayer money. Maybe this is a cover-up? A conspiracy. . .

      Then, Thomas had the gut feeling that something wasn’t right. All of a sudden, he wasn’t buying Li’s soft heart. He was no murder detective, but what he said next sent Soo-Jin’s dark eyes on him.

      Thomas asked Mr. Wei in an unwavering voice, “Did you send Niklas Wolf to kill Joon Chang-Min?”

      Li’s jaw nearly hit the floor, and his fingers looked like they were about to claw right through the desk.

      “How dare you accuse me of something as evil as that,” Li said. “Of course not. There is absolutely no way I would have ever done that to Joon. He was my friend!” He stood up, his shoulders tightened and a vein bulged in his neck. He looked at Soo-Jin, “Are you OK with this? Wildly throwing slanderous accusations at me?”

      “It’s not slander, Mr. Wei.” Soo-Jin sighed. “It’s a question. And you gave an answer.”

      “You can stay,” Li said to Soo-Jin, and then looked to Thomas, “but I want you out of my office immediately. You’re supposed to be helping me get the stolen Bitcoins back, and I’ve not heard a single thing from you that makes me believe you’re finding any headway toward doing this.” He motioned for the door.

      “Thank you for your time.” Thomas bowed his head, and left the office, gently shutting the glass door behind him. All he was thinking about as he saw the secretary’s face glowering at him as he left was—how would I react if someone asked me if I murdered someone?

      Would I react with anger and resentment like he did? I don’t know, but I’m definitely going to ask Soo-Jin.

      He grabbed the cell from his pocket and sent a message to Freyja: Li is only getting more curious to me. I’m not sure if he hired Niklas to kill Joon, but he knows more than he’s telling us.

      She responded quickly: Niklas must have the USB but doesn’t know what he has yet. We have to find where he’s keeping it before the police.

      “What?” Thomas said aloud, thinking, I’m not going after a mad killer!
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      In the lobby down below the twentieth floor, Thomas waited for Soo-Jin to join him. There were no protesters this day, or perhaps they were waiting until later in the day to organize. Security was in full force out there though by the street, ready to keep them at bay if they did indeed gather.

      He didn’t have to wait long for Soo-Jin, perhaps only fifteen minutes, and when Soo-Jin arrived, he wore a grin on his face that surprised Thomas. He’s really enjoyed something about that interview.

      “You’ve got some balls,” he said to Thomas, “for someone sent to track stolen funds.”

      Thomas flew past the detective’s enjoyment and asked, “What did you interpret from Li’s reaction?”

      “He was pissed,” Soo-Jin said, letting the smile fade. “He could be telling the truth or lying. The phone records from Niklas’ phone will hopefully shed some light of what’s really been going on. But. . . if you accused me of killing one of my friends, I may have done more to you than just send you out of my office. I’ve got to make a call.”

      He walked off, pulled his phone from his pocket, and pulled a piece of paper from his breast pocket.

      The mystery remained in Thomas’ head. Did someone order Niklas to kill Joon, or was Niklas off the leash? He certainly hoped there’d be some texts, calls or voice mails they could get from his phone. But he thought of the encrypted phone he used with the SEC and he assumed Niklas wasn’t stupid enough to use a regular cell for his dirty business. Then he remembered Wyatt. There were things going on that he needed to inform his boss of, things not pertaining to Freyja.

      He picked up the phone, walked outside to an alleyway to the right. After looking around and seeing no one except the people walking by on the busy sidewalk, he called Wyatt.

      Thomas knew it would be roughly midnight in D.C., but he figured he’d call anyway.

      “Hello,” Wyatt said, answering after a few rings. His voice was shaky, and he let out a loud cough after.

      “Wyatt,” Thomas said. “Did I wake you up?”

      “What’s up?” Wyatt asked, clearing his throat.

      “They found out who murdered Joon, it was Niklas Wolf who you looked into for me.”

      “No kidding,” Wyatt said, his voice now clear and his interest perked.

      “Someone sabotaged him,” Thomas said, “or back-stabbed him. It’s curious really.”

      “Any leads on how to get the crypto back?” Wyatt asked. “You think Niklas has it?”

      He thought of the missing USB drive. “Maybe,” Thomas said, “but if he did, he’d most likely have moved the funds. Whoever finds out how to get to that money is going to move it instantly, to keep it safe.”

      “Safe?” Wyatt asked.

      “Joon left a trail to follow, a posthumous code for how to get the Bitcoin.”

      “Do you know how to break the code?”

      Wyatt paused. “I have some theories.”

      “You let me know the instant you find anything out. I’m going to let our coders know about this, and they’ll get on it at once.”

      Shit. Why did I tell him that? I can’t tell Freyja.

      “Anything else?” Wyatt asked.

      “There’s a chance Li Wei is involved, but I’m not sure to what extent. The locals don’t know either. Doubt I’ll get much more information from him though. He kicked me out of his office.”

      “Well, it's not the first time,” Wyatt said. Indeed, Thomas had been asked to leave from a few banker CEOs after asking the questions they didn’t want to hear.

      “All right,” Wyatt said, as Thomas heard the squeak of what sounded like a bed frame as Wyatt shuffled in his home. “I’ll have our guys take a closer look into Wei. Keep after it Thomas but stay safe. Niklas Wolf is a trained mercenary remember. He’d do anything to cover his tracks. Let the authorities handle the murder investigation. Stick to the money.”

      “Will do,” Thomas said.

      “We’ll talk soon,” Wyatt said. “Goodnight.” But it wasn’t night in Korea, the sun still hung overhead, sending down its blazing rays in the thick of summer.

      “Stick to the money,” Thomas said to himself as he made his way back into the lobby. Soo-Jin was still on the phone, pacing the room, but after he met Thomas’ glance, he hung up his phone, placing it back in his pocket.

      “Well?” Thomas asked, “anything?”

      “We’re tracing it and getting warrants with the cell company,” Soo-Jin said, “but I’m not expecting much. We’re flooding the media with his picture. He won’t be able to hide forever if he’s still in Korea. And if he took a flight out of the country, we will know soon enough.”

      “Well,” Soo-Jin said, “be in touch if you find anything. Can you find your way back?” he asked. Thomas nodded, each of them bowing after, and then Soo-Jin was back on his phone quickly, and out the door.

      He texted Freyja on his phone: What is next? What have you found?

      Thomas sat in a far-too-comfy leather chair and stared out the window. He then got on the internet and checked on the current price of Bitcoin on that website. It had made a slight two percent recovery, but he thought it was most likely a bull trap, trying to get more people to buy because they think it's going back up and they can make a quick buck, but it was the opposite. He thought it was going to continue going down.

      His phone beeped. It was Freyja.

      Niklas is hard to track, but not impossible.

      What are you talking about, think about what you’re doing? You can’t hunt the hunter, he typed.

      It's the only way. Unless he knows what he has, he’s most likely not carrying it on him all the time. We just need to find where he stays. That’s what I’m looking for. Are you scared? she sent.

      Listen, this guy is dangerous. Very. We need to be very careful moving forward. We should talk about this in person. Where are you?

      I’ll find you, she sent.

      Today, he sent.

      No response for several minutes.

      Then she sent a message: Find somewhere to eat at five. Let me know where.

      OK, he typed.

      He stood and stretched his arms out, thinking he needed another cup of coffee, when one of his phones went off suddenly. He expected it to be Freyja, but it was Wyatt. Opening the phone and checking the message, his eyes went wide, and he stopped breathing. He couldn’t believe his eyes.

      Looking down at the phone, Wyatt had sent a simple text that hit Thomas like a freight train, sinking its sickly fingers into his heart, and squeezing tightly.

      It said: You’re being pulled off the case. You need to come back to America. Sorry, Thomas.
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      Wyatt, what the hell is going on here? he sent quickly back.

      It's coming from the top. Again. Sorry. I know how much this case meant to you.

      Wyatt, I’m close. Really close, he sent.

      There’s nothing I can do, really, Thomas. My hands are tied. I tried.

      This wreaks of corruption. You know it too. There’s something going on here. I’ve got to stay. Just a few more days. That's all I need.

      There’s a flight booked for you tomorrow. I suppose you have until then. Again. Sorry. We’ll get them next time.

      “Tomorrow?” Thomas said to himself, holding the phone away from his face, letting his near-brow-length hair fall to his eyebrows as he lowered his head. “That’s not enough time.”

      All the thoughts that rolled through his mind then shot through like that scene from 2001: A Space Odyssey, traveling into the event horizon. But instead of bright, warping lights, it was numbers and graphs sweeping by, like digital assets screaming across the internet as they exchanged hands. He could actually see the Bitcoins sitting on the wallets, they were shaking though, as if anxious; ready to be moved by the first to find that one missing word—that would send them screaming off to their next home, where they’d be more stable, more at home in the thieves’ hands.

      He saw Freyja’s disappointed face when he would tell her the news. He saw Li’s face washed over with a wry smile at the thought of Thomas being sent away, and finally he saw Niklas’ face, grinning with white teeth over Joon Chang-Min bleeding and pleading for mercy, of which he found none.

      Again, the subtle urge to wet his lips with whiskey meandered their way into his mind, which he shoved off with a deep sigh.

      Hours later, he made his way to a Korean restaurant off the beaten path. It was down an alley in downtown Seoul, sparkling with golden fringe on vibrantly colored sashes that hung along the walls. It smelled of a pungent fermentation of spicy Kim-Chi, and a deep, earthy roast happening somewhere in the back. Minutes later, after sipping on a can of Coke, Freyja walked in the eatery, quickly scanning the room before entering. She removed her large sunglasses and put them atop her head.

      Again, Thomas’ first reaction to her appearance, was along the lines of—aren’t all hackers the outcasts of society? Freyja looks like she could be a Nordic model if she wanted. But no, she chose the life of an online vigilante. How different, she’d probably be world-famous for what she does if she wasn’t hunted and hidden.

      “Hey,” he said moving out the thin, wooden seat for her with a brush of his shoe, which she grabbed and sat onto. Freyja pulled the chair up behind her, as she leaned in toward him with her elbows on the table and her fingers interlocked.

      “Thomas,” she said, her long dull-black hair flowing down her shoulders as if it hadn’t been brushed in days. Her clothes were wrinkled, as if just put on from a thrown-together suitcase. It was another black T-shirt—this one with logos. She wore a black leather bracelet an inch thick around her right wrist. Freyja reminded him of his daughter Sarah when she was in the later part of her teenage years. “I’ve been tracking his movements through the cell phone he used. It was a burner, but it was enough.”

      “How did you. . . ?” he almost finished his question, but then realized again who it was he was talking to. “You got the records from the number Li had for him.”

      She nodded, looking around and over both shoulders. “I think I know where he was based at. He moved around a lot, even at night, but there is one place he went to more frequently than the rest. If we can get there—get inside, we may be able to. . .”

      “Whoa, whoa.” He leaned back with both hands out in front of him, and she leaned back too, with both eyebrows raised. “You know what you’re talking about here? That’s criminal, and we’re not even locals here.”

      “The U.S. government would protect you. We’re not going to get caught.”

      “Do you have any idea how that would look if I got arrested for breaking and entering on foreign soil?”

      “Entering into a suspected murderer’s place,” she said. “Can’t you just say you had some proof that something, something. . . ?” she asked, and he was mildly entertained by her vagueness, it was like lazy writing in the movies, or more like real life than the movies, he supposed.

      He folded his arms across his chest and said, “Something has happened.” He sighed.

      Just as he said that a small woman with deep lines on her face, and a warm smile approached. Thomas had no idea how to order and didn’t even know if his knotted stomach would allow him to eat.

      “What do you want?” Freyja asked him.

      “Uh. . . soup? Soup and tea,” he said.

      Freyja pulled out her phone, fingered a couple of clicks on it, and said, “Coffee for me, spicy meat, and for him mild soup and hot tea.” She then faced the phone at the kind-faced woman with dark, yet warm eyes, and the phone spoke a feminine-robotic voice in Korean. The woman nodded and headed back to the kitchen.

      “What is it?” Freyja asked, leaning in again. “You’re worried, aren’t you?”

      “Freyja,” he said softly, leaning in until their faces were less than two feet apart. “They’re pulling me off the case. They’re telling me I have to go back. . . tomorrow.” He wasn’t sure what reaction he’d get from her, but he had to admit to himself, he didn’t expect this one.

      “Nope,” she said, her green eyes the color of the print of dollar bills squarely looking into his eyes. “Not happening.”

      “What?” He furrowed his brow. “I have to.”

      “No, Thomas. You’re not leaving yet. We are so close,” she said, her voice firm and commanding, yet low. “If you leave now, I’m not stopping. I’m going to have to do the rest on my own. I don’t trust anyone else. Someone else is going to steal all that Bitcoin, someone who doesn’t have any intention on giving it back to those who earned it.”

      “You’re not going to that killer’s place by yourself, are you mad?” he said, hot tea was placed before him, and a small, dark coffee in front of her, both steaming in the already-warm restaurant. “I’d call the police before I let you do that.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.” Freyja shook her head. “Listen, people miss flights all the time, just say you got too drunk on your last night here and missed your flight. That would give us another day.”

      “That excuse wouldn’t work,” he said, knowing that Wyatt wouldn’t believe that for a second, “but I see where you’re going with this. You want us to go tomorrow, don’t you?”

      Freyja pulled out her vape pen and began to let it warm up. “Fuck it.” She pulled out a fresh pack of Pall Mall blues from her bag. She packed it with six slaps on her palm, opened it, put one to her lips and lit it with a lighter quick to find its way into her hand. She let out a plume of smoke overhead with a satisfying sigh. Pointing the pack toward him, he waved it away with a wave of his hand. “We go all the way on this, Thomas. We know what no one else does, at least for now. We have to move while the iron is hot. Do you have a gun?” Her voice was so calm and cool while she asked that, he found himself leaning away from her, scratching his chin.

      “No,” he said flatly. “But I probably know where I could get one, although it would raise a huge red flag with him.”

      “Make something up. Say you’re a paranoid schizophrenic who thinks he’s being followed after being pulled out of this case. You just need it while you’re here in Korea.”

      “Umm, no,” he said. “That would probably be the last thing I would say, but I guess I follow your drift. I get the feeling that he’d keep an eye on me if I asked for a gun, so we’d have to slip out.”

      “Do you trust him?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      The food was laid down before them then, and the woman bowed with a wide smile. Thomas eyed the red soup, not sure if he was hungry yet with all the things swimming around in his head. Not only was he thinking about directly opposing his friend Wyatt’s orders, but now he was talking about getting a fucking handgun and going into the den of the murderer. He’d seen too many movies to know that was a bad idea. I mean, Silence of the Fucking Lambs. . . he thought about the end where Clarice Starling is left in the pitch black with a serial killer stalking her with night vision goggles. He nearly shivered at the thought.

      “I think we should ask for Ron’s help on this,” he said.

      “Who’s Ron?” she asked.

      “The local here who has been assisting me on this. He’s the one I’d possibly get the gun from.”

      “Who’s mad now?” she asked, picking up a shredded piece of what appeared to be pork dripping with a red-chili sauce with chopsticks and putting it in her mouth. “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m trusting this info with government agents.”

      “May I remind you, I’m a government agent,” he said.

      “No, you’re not. You’re pretending to be one. You’re a wolf in sheep’s clothing, or the other way around. . .”

      Is she right about that? Maybe. . .

      They ate their meal, going over what would be done with the assets if they were the ones to get them back. Thomas could actually plead ignorance if he wanted. It would have been all the CryptoCunt hacker doing the work, unless he got caught. It would be perjury, hopefully not treason. But the idea was to get the funds back to the rightful owners, but off the BitX exchange.

      Somewhat agreeing and not agreeing to enter into the killer’s lair, Thomas still thought there had to be a better way, but he didn’t know what that was, if Freyja wouldn’t allow for Ron’s help. But he decided on his own that that was the backup plan. . . if anything went wrong. . .  call Ron for help.

      Afterward, and after eating all the soup, finding his nerves calmer, they went their separate ways. He was to find a gun, which he found were actually much scarcer in Korea than he thought among the population, and she was to find what time of day seemed like Niklas would be furthest away from his ‘home.’ Little did she know, at that moment, he was much nearer than either of them would have foreseen.
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      Behind dark, tinted windows he watched. Straight down the alley, little more than a block away, through the people walking by, like looking past a tightly packed picket fence while driving by, he watched them. A small pair of military-grade binoculars he saw them as they split up, going their own ways. He was chewing on an already dead toothpick.

      Niklas dropped the toothpick out the cracked window and grabbed his cell from the black leather passenger seat. It was a new cell, a burner phone that he’d had as a backup, newly powered on. He only had a handful of contacts on the phone, and he called the one at the top of the list.

      It rang a couple of times while he stared out the passenger window, down the long block as a tall woman with matte-black hair with blond roots and two piercings on her face walked in his direction.

      The phone connected to the one being called. “What are you calling me for?” the man with the Korean accent asked in English.

      “I’ve got some business to discuss,” Niklas said. “I’m done when the business is done, and it's not over yet.”

      The was a heavy pause in the conversation, the kind of pause when someone wants to lash out at another, but hesitation hangs think in the air.

      “What business?” the man asked, almost holding his breath.

      “The seed phrase,” Niklas said, firing up the engine in the black sedan with a deep rumble of the motor. “I know you still haven’t figured it out yet.”

      “You have the seed?” the man asked, gruffly but with deep concern.

      “No, not yet, but I believe I know who does.”

      “No one has it yet or the Bitcoin would have disappeared already,” the Korean man said.

      “They may not have it yet,” Niklas said, “but I believe they are very close to figuring out what it is. How much might that information be to someone like you. After all, time is running out.”

      “It's running out almost directly because of your actions, Niklas.”

      That sent a white-hot heat running through the mercenary’s chest. “Not true. This is Joon’s fault, he’s the one who stole it, not me.”

      “If you wouldn’t have killed him,” the man said, “we may have talked some sense into him. But you went and murdered him, and now the police are after you.”

      “I was set up,” Niklas hissed. “Do you know who it was? Was it you?”

      “No,” the man said. “And I don’t know who it was. It was an anonymous tip to the police. Are you certain you didn’t screw up? You really should be leaving the city. Where are you now?”

      “Nowhere.” Niklas put the car into drive and watched as the tall woman got into a taxi. He pulled out from the curb after it.

      “Niklas,” the man snapped. “You need to get out of the country. I can’t protect you, no one can. If you get caught, you’ll certainly have prison time, and no one wants you going on the stand.”

      “I’m not going to get caught,” he said. “I told you, I’ve got business to finish first.”

      “So, who has the seed phrase?” the man asked.

      “The girl, the hacker,” he said. “I think she has it, her and Thomas, they’re close.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I put a tracker on Thomas when I first walked past him at BitX,” Niklas said. “They’ve been meeting in private places, frequently, they’re definitely working together. And if there’s one thing we know about her from her business; she’s good.”

      “So, you don’t know,” the man said.

      “I can guarantee that they’re closer than any of your nerds,” Niklas said. “How much is it worth to you to get those seed words?”

      Another long pause.

      “How much would you want for the entire phrase?” the Korean man asked.

      “Five hundred million. . . in Bitcoin.”

      “What?” the man stammered. “No way.”

      “Or I could just take it all. . .”  Niklas said.

      “I’d hunt you down to the corners of the Earth,” the man said. “I’d slap your face on every fucking wall.”

      “Maybe,” Niklas said. “Maybe not. I’m in the middle of this city, and no one has seen my face, when every fucking buck in blue is looking for it.”

      “Twenty million,” the man said.

      “Two-hundred and fifty million,” Niklas said.

      “One hundred million,” the man finally said. “And that’s it. You know that’s easily going to be five hundred million in under a year.”

      “Deal,” Niklas said with a wide grin. “I’ll get you the words, every one of them.”

      “Don’t kill anyone else to get them. We don’t need more blood from this.”

      “Don’t tell me how to do my business, and I won’t tell you how to do yours. And trust me, you won’t find any blood. Not this time.”

      “You are a nasty son of a bitch,” the man said. “The less I know the better. So, you send me words, and I send you the Bitcoin once the transactions are safely made.”

      “Oh, and in case you’re trying to rob me,” Niklas said to the man. “I’ll hunt you down and open you up from dick to nose. You can count on that.”

      The man hung up.

      Niklas sank in his seat, following the cab as it jumped around the city. She must have given him extra money to make a jagged, and backward path to wherever she was going. His eyes narrowed like that of a large, predatory cat in tall grass, eying his young prey.

      His grin turned to a deep scowl, the predator had come alive, and his teeth thirsted for blood.

      For twenty minutes he followed the cab, it even sped up and tried to hide in alleys a couple of times, but there was no escaping the beast. Eventually, the cab pulled into a parking garage below a tall hotel called The Grand Ambassador. At the top of the boxy-brick building with sixteen-ish floors was a glowing sign that read Ambassador in a soft blue haze. The car disappeared into the depths of the parking garage, and Niklas parked his car in the lot outside the hotel.

      He stroked the center console while staring up at the many windows, thinking of all the soft bodies lying down in Egyptian cotton bedsheets. He was brimming with anticipation, and the predator feigned, and a smile fell across his lips.

      Now he knew where she slept.
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      Freyja’s driver pulled into the underground parking lot, flickering with white, fluorescent lights that reflected off of the slick black pavement. The cement ceiling hung low in the garage that rested half-full of cars that ranged from luxury to compact. The driver had seemed more interested than confused by her request to drive around, as if trying to lose a tail.

      She left the car with a gentle slam of the silver car’s rear door that echoed throughout the gray, cement walls with a dull echo. She’d paid the driver, and after the door was shut, he made his way quickly off, ready to collect another customer. Freyja brushed her hair back behind both ears, scanning the parking garage for anything suspicious, paying extra attention to any car that would have pulled in after them. There was none. Placing both her hands in her jean pockets she made her way to the elevator that would take her up to her room. Once at the elevator, she urgently pressed the button. A green light illuminated above the door, and she heard the insides of the elevator begin to shift and churn.

      Again, she looked over her shoulder, not seeing anyone. She pulled out her cell phone, looking for any new message. There was none.

      The elevator screeched as it approached. There was a soft ding as the doors moved open with a gentle hum. She flew into the metal box, pressing the first-floor button quickly, putting her back to the interior of the elevator, all the while her eyes scanning out into the flickering light of the garage. As the doors began to shut, she saw someone walking from the back of the garage in her direction. She held her breath, as she knew she was out of her field completely; being physically located in a strange country. But just as the doors closed, she caught a clear view of the person in question—or people, rather. It was a mother walking hand in hand with her child, no more than six years old. She let out the breath in her lungs that had been held tightly.

      Entering the main lobby of the hotel, a softly lit room with smooth floors that glimmered under the white lights of a large chandelier that was draped with long crystals, Freyja placed her sunglasses back on. She let her hair fall back over the sides of her face and made her way to the stairwell at the corner of the room. Feeling the eyes of the receptionist upon her, she avoided eye contact. Perhaps she would just act as if she were hungover if any human interaction befell her, and she’d give a curt response and continue on her way. She only wanted her comfort net, she wanted to be safely behind the keys of her computer, and the world that lay beyond.

      Freyja pulled her phone out and checked it again—no new messages—but it was always a good way to avoid any interaction as well—the old ‘Facebook is better than reality move.’ Suddenly a shadow loomed before her, nearly out of nowhere, and as she looked up the figure was tall, wide at the shoulders, and brushed past her with a powerful speed. Not running, but not walking. He moved past her quickly, and as she turned to catch his face, she found his head covered by a navy-blue hoodie.

      Standing there in a still gaze, watching the man make his way toward the front doors of the hotel, her eyes were fixed upon him. The man didn’t turn back until he was fully out of the hotel, at which point he made a slight turn of his head, where Freyja could get a slight glimpse of the tip of his nose. She was startled back into the moment with a gentle man’s voice from in front of her, it was in Korean.

      Her eyes snapped to him, a stout man dressed in a black suit, and with slicked-back black hair. His language changed when he seemed to read the look on her face.

      “Can I assist you with anything?” he asked, with only a mild accent. She realized she was still holding her breath, then her gaze fell to the man’s name tag from the hotel.

      “No,” she said, feigning a smile. “I’m fine, just hungover.” She winced when she said the words. She lowered her head and made her way past the man to the stairwell. “You idiot,” she said to herself as she made her way along the smooth stone floor. Opening the door to the stairwell, she made one last glance to the front doors, scanning for anything. She found nothing, and she let the door click behind her as it closed.

      Her feet pattered on the cement floor, creating an echo that ran up and down the empty shaft that rose all the way up to the top floors of the building. She climbed the stairs, making her way to the fifth floor, sliding out of the door out into the hallway with patterned red lines waving their way down the black carpet. Freyja moved hurriedly to her room door, again, looking both ways down the hallway before swiping the card into the door latch control. All clear.

      She slid into the room with a sly glide, letting the sound of the door latch click behind her. Reaching down, she removed her shoes, black and white Converses, and took her socks off, throwing them to the side of the bed. Then she moved to the small desk at the side of the room, pressing its spacebar. A black screen faded in, with nothing on it. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, a string of digits and numbers several dozen clicks long. The black faded to a screen filled with open windows. One with a coding language of green letters on a black background, one an open article about BitX, another a long stream of code flying at a rapid pace down. She looked at the code and seemed satisfied.

      Taking the cell phone out again, she typed a message to Thomas—About what we talked about today. . . it has to be tomorrow. I’m going to send you the address of the place I talked about on your computer.

      Freyja sent the text, but before sending the address, she looked out the window to the city, and she rose to walk over to it. Opening the window, a warm breeze flooded the room with the smells of summer leaves and exhaust from below. The sound of the South Korean flag clanged against the tall flagpole, and a helicopter was buzzing past overhead. Pulling the cigarette pouch from her jacket, she placed one in between her lips and flicked the lighter, sending the smoke into her mouth and down into her lungs. She exhaled with a deep sigh.

      “I hope this works,” she said, with smoke still trailing out of her mouth. She took another drag. “Sure would suck to come all this way for nothing.”

      She wasn’t sure how, but she had a strange feeling she was being watched. There was obviously no one in the room, so she extinguished the cig and sent it flinging end over end down into the breeze with a strong flick. Quickly shutting the window, she closed the heavy curtains over it. Not sitting but leaning over her computer she rested her elbows on the table, opened a new window, preparing to send Thomas an encrypted message. She entered in his contact info, typed the message, giving the exact address of where she believed Niklas resided. On the screen, even the words were covered by many asterisks, this was so that even if someone was able to spy on the screen, they’d be unable to tell what the message was that was being written.

      Then that slight feeling of paranoia of someone watching her turned to terror as the scratchy cloth covered her mouth, and a strong arm wrapped itself around her neck like an anaconda squeezing its victim. She knew at once what was happening, the man downstairs, the man in the hoodie, he must have put a tracker on her when he brushed by her. He’s here now, and he’s going to kill her. A second panic set in then as she struggled to break free and release herself from the cloth that was quickly driving her into unconsciousness. She hadn’t sent the message to Thomas yet!

      She dug her nails into the muscles in his arms, but they held on with vise-grip like strength. Freyja didn’t have long, seconds maybe, so moving to that place way in the back of her mind, back to when her mother taught her about self-defense, and not finding anything around to use as a weapon. she sent her elbow swinging back over her shoulder and into the man’s temple, next to his eye.

      He winced, but didn’t let go of her, he only temporarily loosened his grip, so she heaved herself forward in her chair, sending her finger with all her might to the return key. Niklas pulled her back with newfound control, but as her finger left the key after pressing it, the overwhelming dreariness took a strong hold on her, and her world faded to black.
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      Thomas slammed his hands onto the wooden desk in the corner of his hotel room, staring at the cell phone placed neatly between them. The early morning sounds of the city made their way through the open window, letting in with them the warm, yellow haze of the sun rising behind tall buildings. Glaring at the phone, he quickly swept it up again.

      “Goddamnit, get back to me, Freyja,” he said to the phone.

      He typed in another message to her, perhaps the twentieth since her last message to him late last night. Message me back ASAP. 911.

      After tossing the phone back on the table, he sat heavily in his chair, sending his hands through his hair, and rubbing his sleep-deprived eyes.

      She wanted us to go to that place together—today—and now she’s gone. Is it possible she got an entire night’s sleep and I’m just being paranoid? But. . . how could anyone sleep a whole night with this next move looming? We’re going into the heart of darkness together. Something is wrong.

      Again, he swiped the phone up—the focal point of his frustration the majority of the night—and made the motions to send another message, but instead, his focus turned to the call button. He hit a couple of buttons, and placed the phone to his ear, and it started to ring.

      I was going to have to do this anyway. . .

      “Thomas,” a voice said on the other end, and it sounded as if his mouth was half-full of something.

      “Ron,” he replied, trying to keep his voice calm, but he also knew with what he was asking, that may not be so necessary.

      “Hey, what’s wrong, you OK, man?” Ron asked, the sound of him spitting what was probably toothpaste in the sink followed.

      “Yes, um, no, I, um. . .”  Thomas said, not exactly knowing how to ask.

      “What’s going on, Thomas?”

      “Ron. . .  I need a gun.”

      A deafening silence lingered in that long moment. A silence that carried with it the gravity of an unknown situation to Ron, and a wicked worry in Thomas’ heart for Freyja. She may already be in trouble.

      “Now, Thomas. . .”  Ron said.

      “It's for my protection,” Thomas said quickly. “I think I’m being followed; I don’t know who it is, but I’d rather be prepared than not.”

      “Did you used to be a boy scout?” Ron joked.

      “I’m dead serious,” Thomas said, his tone eager and almost scared—scared for her.

      “It doesn’t work like that, the police can’t just give out guns to people who think they need them,” he said.

      “I’m a special agent working for the Federal U.S. government, assigned to track down the thieves of billions of dollars in assets, and I’m getting close. I think they may be after me. I’m not a normal, paranoid civilian.”

      There was a short pause then.

      “If you’re serious,” he said, “and you really think someone might be tailing you, I can send out some of my men to watch after you.”

      “No.” Thomas scratched his head. That’s the last thing I want now. “Just a gun, that’s what I’m most comfortable with. I know how to use one, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “This isn’t like the movies you know,” Ron said, “and I’m not meaning for that to come off as condescending. I’m just being clear, we don’t give out guns like in the Godfather, that don’t hold fingerprints, without serial numbers, and with tape on the handle. Guns are regulated here, not like in America.”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” Thomas said. “Ron, can you help me?”

      Ron sighed. “All right.”

      Thomas’ spirits were instantly lifted, and now there was hope. If indeed his worst worry was true—that something had happened to Freyja, if. . . worst case scenario. . . Niklas had her for whatever purpose. . . if not simply just to get her knowledge of the seed phrase. . . he’d have to go find her, and now!

      “But I can’t just give you a gun,” Ron said, “but I know where you can get one, and fast. I’ll pick you up later. Say. . . two?”

      Thomas looked at his watch, it was 6:30 a.m. That’s too late.

      “How about now?” Thomas asked.

      “Really? Can I have some fucking coffee first, man? I’m just getting up.”

      “Yes, you can have coffee,” Thomas said. “Eat a god damn sandwich so you’re not crying when you get here, too please.” He didn’t know Ron that well, but most cops enjoyed a little banter, that much he knew from his time in D.C.

      There was a snicker on the other end. “You know what, I’m skipping the sandwich, and you’re buying me one later.”

      “They have good doughnuts in Seoul?” Thomas said.

      “Actually, yes,” he said. “They’re different, but good.”

      “See you soon,” Thomas said. “And Ron, thanks.”

      He ended the phone call and glared down at the phone. Still no response from her.

      He typed again—Text me immediately when you get this.

      For the next half hour, Thomas sipped coffee like it helped to pass the minutes faster, when in fact, he glared at the phone heavily, making them drag on instead. When not glaring at the phone, he was pacing the room nervously.

      He had a serious mental struggle going on within himself. Yes, he did know how to use a gun, he’d fired many over his lifetime—but Niklas was a real monster, a trained mercenary. He didn’t know if he should fill Ron in on what may or may not be happening. He knew what Freyja would want him to do. . .  Because if he involved the police, she’d almost certainly be outed in the online community, and her anonymous status would be gone. . . forever, and the hunt would begin by the real criminals out there. He didn’t want that for her. But at least she may get out of this alive. . . if Niklas did have her now.

      That thought sent a roaring wave of nausea down his throat into his stomach. He gulped and took a sip of water. He opened up his laptop, eying the encrypted message she’d sent him the night before. It was decoded, and he stared at the address.

      “If you have her there,” he said with teeth clenched, “I’m going to kill you, you son of a bitch.”

      Another thing was bothering him. . .  What if I just told Ron? He seems trustworthy. What if it's just him and me? No—he’d have to call it in. He’s got protocols. But what if we just act like Freyja’s just a normal, innocent tourist? He sighed. No—unless they kill Niklas, he may tell them. If he knows.

      “Of course he knows,” he said aloud to himself, leaning back in his chair with his head back and a hand over his forehead. If he took her, of course he knows who she is now.”

      The cell buzzed, and he dove after it with a startling intensity. Holding it with both hands he saw a new text. . . it was from Ron. I’m outside.

      He hurried downstairs and quickly sat in Ron’s car.

      “Where are we going?” Thomas asked.

      “Good morning to you too, sunshine,” Ron said with a smile. “You brought money, right? Cash?”

      “I have some, yes,” he said.

      “I’ll stop by an ATM,” Ron said. “If you really want to do this, we’re not going to buy you a permit, you’re going to be paying three times the normal price.”

      “That’s fine,” Thomas said.

      Ron looked over at him with a stern gaze. “If you’re not telling me something, I’d recommend you tell me now. This isn’t a normal request, even if you’re a special agent.”

      Should I tell him?

      “No, it’s just for protection,” he said, fighting the urge to bite his lip.

      “Well, I could lose my job for this, so if you get caught with it, it's on you, man. And when you’re leaving Korea, you give the gun to me, and no one else. Understand?”

      Thomas nodded.

      He drove them to an ATM where Thomas withdrew the equivalent of $1000 USD in won, which was over a million. In total he had around $1600 now.

      Ron drove for around fifteen minutes, heading out of downtown to a ‘rougher’ area, where the commuters looked less like wannabe YouTube stars and dressed to impress, and more toward the scene where women of the night walked during the day. He stopped the car in front of a tobacco shop, at least from the Marlboro neon sign in front and the strong smell of cigars wafting out of it.

      They walked in, and the elderly man sitting behind the narrow place hardly greeted them. He was watching an old boxy tv to the side from behind the glass counter with boxes of cigars, varieties of incense and sunglasses. Behind him were the packs of cigarettes. . . it made Thomas think even more about Freyja.

      Both now at the glass counter, mere feet from the old man, Ron tapped his fingers on the glass, which quickly garnered the attention of the man, who had a strong receding hairline, and wore rectangular shades.

      Ron said something to the man in Korean, and after he did so, Thomas noticed the subtle motion of the man’s head toward him. Behind the shades, he was inspecting him. The man said something back in a raspy voice, clearing his throat after. Ron simply nodded.

      “All right, come on,” Ron said to Thomas, turning and walking back toward the front door.

      Ron was already halfway to the door in the tiny shop. Thomas turned back to the old man curiously. What just happened? Are we not getting a gun now? Did I do something wrong? Freyja. . .

      But he followed Ron, and they were soon back outside in the bright sunlight.

      “What was that?” Thomas asked, with his hands out wide.

      “That wasn’t the shop,” Ron said. “We have to go around to the back. Follow me.”

      A calm washed over Thomas as he followed Ron back around the two shops to the right and trailed around into the alley behind the shop. At the back of the shop was a metal gate and fence with a frantically barking small dog caged on the side. It was some sort of mutt with perhaps chihuahua and collie breeds Thomas thought.

      The old man came and unlocked the gate from the inside, letting them in, all the while the dogs barked as if there were two demons entering its owner's shop. He bowed his head as he let Thomas and Ron enter before him. The backside of the shop looked similar to the first, but much dimmer—with no windows—and splendidly bright LED lights. The owner walked behind the counter and with a flick of a switch on the side wall, a dull light lit up beneath the counter that was draped in thick burgundy cloth, almost like a blanket. The man’s leathery hands reached to the front of the cloth and pulled it back, folding it neatly before laying it on the floor next to him.

      Thomas wasn’t sure what to expect when they got to where they were going but being here now gave him an anxious feeling—he had the sudden urge to get anything and get out as quick as possible. He realized this wasn’t the type of place people went to buy guns for self-protection. This was a place people bought guns because they needed a gun but couldn’t get one. The guns here were bought to be used.

      Beneath the glass counter, under strings of bright white LEDs were only six guns, but each looked like it had a story to be told about it. Thomas wasn’t that familiar with guns in general, but he knew enough to get by, and enough to know what an AK-47 was when he saw one. There was a Beretta, an SMG, a six-barrel pistol he didn’t recognize, the AK, a long-range rifle with a scope, and a pump-action shotgun. Oh, and a bulletproof vest on the side.

      Thomas looked over at Ron, who was grimacing with dark eyes and a wrinkled brow. He didn’t like being here any more than Thomas did. I need to get a gun and get out of here. I need to find Freyja.

      “That one.” Thomas pointed to the Beretta handgun.

      The man pulled it out from behind the glass and held it up to him. Thomas took it in his hands, he could feel the cold steel on his clammy hands, and he first ejected the clip, which was empty, and then checked the chamber—empty too. He held it up against the side wall and peered down the sight. He could imagine pulling the trigger and hearing the thunderous boom, sending chaos flying at whatever it was pointed at. This would be fine; this would be all he needed. Thomas nodded to the man, who then said something to him, which he didn’t understand.

      “One and a half million won,” Ron said, “even. It included two boxes of bullets. Do you think you need two boxes for your self-defense?”

      “Absolutely I do,” he said, setting the gun on the counter and getting his wallet out. He fumbled through the bills and counted out the correct amount. It was a large stack of bills.

      The man took the money, bowed his head, and reached behind him, grabbing two boxes of bullets in yellow cases and lay them on the counter. He then stood there as if nothing left was to be done. No paperwork, no receipt, no computer. He gave him the money, and the man gave Thomas a gun.

      Thomas now had a gun.

      “Let’s go,” Ron said, turning to leave, and Thomas followed. The dog’s barking erupted as they left the back of the building, and the bright sunlight reminded Thomas of where he was. That had been such a quick, surreal experience, he’d almost forgotten it was daylight still.

      He’d put the Beretta in the back of his pants—unloaded and held the two boxes in his right hand.

      They walked around the building and back to Ron’s car.

      Getting in, Ron simply said, “When you leave, this comes to me and me only, right?”

      “Got it.” Thomas hoped the two boxes of bullets would still be full when he did so.

      Once Ron had driven him back to his hotel, Thomas was eager to get out of the car, after all, his cell had been in his pocket the whole time, and it didn’t buzz once. Something was definitely wrong; he could feel it. Freyja was in trouble, and there was only one place to look for her. He didn’t even know where she was staying in Seoul.

      “Off in a hurry, eh?” Ron said, leaning into the passenger seat as Thomas left the car.

      “Yeah,” Thomas said, walking backward toward the front doors of the hotel. “Got a lot to do today, important online meeting and all. I’ll call you later, thanks.”

      “Liar,” Ron said under his breath.

      Thomas knew that him leaving so urgently after getting the gun was a bad sign to Ron, but he had gotten what he needed. Now he needed to move out again, and with as much as he trusted Ron, he knew he couldn’t endanger her life even more by involving the police. Freyja now needed Thomas, and Thomas alone.
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      A terrible, yet familiar taste was on her lips, it tasted of old motor oil and bandages. Freyja’s sight was hazy in the dark, only now coming back to consciousness. A dim kerosene lamp lit the room to the side. Old cement walls loomed around her, and a dark, damp cloth was strewn to one of its corners. There were no windows, only a wooden staircase that lay at the far side of the room, that seemed to be the only way in or out of this new hell. Freyja’s hands were bound behind her on the chair with what felt like strong zip ties, and as she made her best effort to yell out, the duct tape covering her mouth muffled the sound.

      Freyja was trapped.

      Panic was the first emotion to set in. A deep panic, an overwhelming fear that took over her entire body. It was the kind of panic a diver may experience when running low on oxygen and too many meters down to get back to the surface in time. It was the kind of panic that may be like falling off a boat into crocodile-infested waters. ‘Don’t panic, don’t flail in the water, it will only make things worse’ perhaps someone would say.

      She twisted her wrists and flailed in the metal, folding chair until her skin broke and she could feel the blood dripping from her fingers. Then, thinking of the crocodiles that slowly approached under the dark waters, she made an attempt to calm herself. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. This isn’t it; you’re not going to die here. You just need to figure out where you are and how to get out of here before he comes.

      She told herself that, and her body relaxed a bit, as she could feel the biting pain of her bindings lessen. But as much as she told herself that, deep down inside, she did feel as if she was going to die down here. Picturing the photos of Joon’s death, she imagined a similar fate for her, torn apart with a knife, left to bleed to death. Then she leaned forward and looked beneath her, and there it was, just like she hoped it wouldn’t be—a drain.

      Goddamnit. I am going to die here.

      She’d sent the message off to Thomas, but she had no way of knowing if she was at that address or not. It was possible, but she wasn’t even certain that it was Niklas that took her, and if it wasn’t, who knew who it was, but she could be certain whoever it was wanted what was in her head. She felt now as if she was in Joon’s shoes, and she wondered, would I give my life to protect all that Bitcoin?

      To her, as was the case with the late Joon, Bitcoin represented more than money, it represented freedom from the constructs of society. Banks and taxes were not a law of nature, they were an idea from man to take, and take, and take. This would be the old world someday, she thought. And with this much Bitcoin gone, she may be the only one to find it, otherwise it would be gone forever. Was a life ever worth money to her? No. Was a life worth the security of this asset that would only be created one time ever? An asset that could change the world for the better? Possibly.

      Wars were fought every day for money—fiat currency that could be created and printed more and more until the end of time. Where is the value in that? Wars were fought for oil. Fucking oil! Given enough time that can be reproduced. Shit, they even make synthetic oil now.

      She heard the floorboards creak above her under heavy sounding boots. The anxiety rushed up through her stomach and chest again, and she could feel the hairs on her arms and neck stand up straight. Her eyes shot around the room again, looking for something—anything sharp to cut her bindings. Her legs were zip tied to the chair legs as well, but she was nimble enough she could scoot the chair around in the room. Just don’t fall over, she thought.

      The sounds of the creaking floorboards moved ever so slowly closer toward the stairwell.

      Freyja saw the lamp, she could try to knock it over and start a fire, but the cement floor wouldn’t help with that regard so much. Upon the desk next to the lamp was a hammer, a flathead screwdriver, and a rectangular mirror. The thoughts immediately came to her of the pain she may be inflicted with those two objects—blunt and powerful—but she didn’t want to know what the mirror was for, but she could guess. The man upstairs wanted people to see their pain.

      Gathering her wits, she thought, OK, break the mirror and cut the bindings. Get the other weapons and fight him off. Get upstairs and out in the sunlight. And run. She began to inch her way toward the table. She’d have to stand up quite a bit to get her hands high enough to reach the mirror, or perhaps she could scoot it off the table with her nose, but then she’d have to fall on her side to reach the glass. But it was the only way she could think to break free.

      She was only a foot over when she heard the squeak of the rusty hinges of the door at the top of the stairwell. Freyja paused. She was too late, and as one black boot after the other made their way down into the cellar, a pair of empty blue eyes glared into her from the muscular, bald head of the tall man. He was shirtless, with his wet muscles and black tattoos glistening in the lamplight.

      It was like staring into the predatory eyes of a shark or a crocodile. There was no reasoning with these creatures. The look contained in this type of eye was that of one’s instinct, to kill. There was no hesitation in the eyes of a saltwater crocodile if you were in the water with one. Freyja now felt as powerless as she ever had in her whole life. She was terrified, absolutely, undeniably terrified.

      A monster had entered the cellar.

      Help me Thomas. . . please help me. . .
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      Feeling the cold steel in his hand from the Beretta, he loaded the full clip into it, hearing the satisfying click once it was fully inserted. Thomas set the gun on the table and moved to the phone by it.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Merten,” the friendly woman’s voice on the other end said.

      “I need a car please,” he said.

      “There are taxis already ready, if you want one now,” the voice said in a thick Korean accent.

      “No, a rental car now please,” he said.

      “We will arrange this for you. I will call you back when it is here, and we will have the paperwork at the desk. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “No. Just call me as soon as it is here, please. I’m in a hurry,” he said, hanging up the phone after.

      After, he caught a look of himself in the mirror as he walked back toward the gun. His hair was disheveled, his eyes were fraught with dark bags underneath, he was wearing yesterday’s shirt and pants, and his tie lay loose, hanging low.

      Thomas cared little for the way he looked, but he figured he would use the time before the car got there to tidy up. Walking into the bathroom, he didn’t care for a shower, but he changed into a pair of light-colored jeans and a white T-shirt. He combed his hair and brushed his teeth, and for a flicker of an instant, he thought he looked vaguely like one of the Outsiders. After all, now, he had a gun—one of the defining moments of the film. He only wished he wasn’t going to end up like Matt Dillon’s character Dally who gets gunned down by the cops, who was holding a gun himself. If he was found with this gun by the police, he would most certainly be arrested, even if he was an American agent—especially because he was an American agent with an unlicensed gun. He needed to be careful.

      Bringing up cold water and splashing it on his face, he wondered if he was doing the right thing, but that thought was quickly overrun by the thought of a terrified young woman in the hands of a cold-hearted killer.

      He stared at his own brown eyes in the mirror, only inches away from its perfect reflection. He wondered if that was the last time he’d see his own reflection.

      What am I doing? I need to call the police. I’m not a cop. This is madness.

      Thomas took the towel from the side of the counter and covered his face in it, shaking his head back and forth.

      “I don’t even know if that address is where she is,” he said to himself in the mirror.

      I can only hope it is though. Because if she’s not there. . .  I don’t even want to think of the other option.

      Then the room telephone began to ring. He ran to the phone, picking it up, eager to hear the woman’s voice.

      “Mr. Merten, your car is available whenever you are ready,” she said.

      He hung the phone up, running to the door, but just as he was about to turn the handle and leave, it occurred to him that he was forgetting something. The gun.

      Running back to the table, he grabbed the Beretta, the mostly full two boxes of bullets, and a plaid shirt to conceal the gun at his back. After that he was quickly out the door, and down in the lobby. He greeted the receptionist with a forced smile, and quickly filled out the paperwork. She pointed him to a blue Hyundai parked just outside the front doors of the hotel. He swept the key off the counter, and ran to the car, causing many eyes to fall upon him as he did so.

      Starting the car, he’d already had the address ready in his phone, and he started the GPS. He looked and saw the destination was over a half hour away. He sped out of the parking lot and made his way south. Fishing the other phone from out of his pocket, he pressed a button, and said, “Call Wyatt.”

      The phone rang a dozen times until it was finally picked up.

      “Thomas, how’s it going?” he said. “Getting on a plane soon?”

      “Wyatt, listen to me, I need you to do something for me,” he said, his voice stern and as collected as he could muster.

      “Thomas, what’s going on? You sound different,” Wyatt said.

      “I’m not getting on the plane, not yet,” he said.

      “You’re what? That wasn’t a request, you’re going to have to explain yourself when you get back,” Wyatt said, his voice growing sterner now. “I can only do so much to defend you, if you’ve decided to stay on the case. . .”

      “This isn’t about the case,” Thomas said, making a hurried left turn at a busy intersection, honking the horn to get the pedestrians to move out of the way. They gave him annoyed looks. “Well, it kind of is, but, it’s more important than that. OK, listen, I need you to do this for me. You know the officer Ronald who is here with me?”

      “Yes, I know him,” he said. “What about him?”

      “If I don’t call you back in the next hour and a half, I need you to geolocate this phone and send him its coordinates. I may need his help, and honestly, he may not be that surprised.” Thomas could hear that Wyatt had stood up from wherever he was.

      “Thomas, what the hell is going on? Are you in trouble? You know I’m going to call him the second you aren’t on the line.”

      “Wyatt, we’ve been friends a long time now. Please, just do me this one last favor. Ninety minutes, that’s all I need.”

      “This is about the case?” Wyatt asked. “How? Are you in danger?”

      Thomas paused, not sure what to say. So, he decided on the truth, since he was asking for such a big favor. “Yes,” he said finally.

      Wyatt paused. “What kind of danger?”

      “The bad kind.” Thomas scratched his face and looked at the loaded Beretta on the passenger seat. “I have to do this one thing on my own though. It has to be me, and I have to do this on my own. But if I don’t call you back in 88 minutes, send him where I am. That is when something will be really wrong.”

      “What does this have to do with the case,” Wyatt asked. “Tell me that much.”

      “Someone is in trouble,” Thomas mustered the ability to say. “Someone else who knows how to get the Bitcoin, and they need my help.”

      “Does this have to do with Niklas Wolf?” Wyatt asked in a troubled, slightly shaky voice.

      “I can’t say,” he replied, again eying the gun as the glow of the sunlight reflected off its shiny, black barrel.

      “Why not?” Wyatt asked. “If you know where he is, we need to let the local authorities know at once. He’s a killer. You’d be a fool to go after him, if that’s what you’re thinking of doing. Listen to me now, Thomas, if this has anything to do at all about this guy, you need to stop what you’re doing. Take a deep breath and think about this. Niklas Wolf, we’ve been digging up info on this guy since the warrant was released for his involvement in Joon’s murder. Ex-Black Ops, a mercenary in Syria, used to be an enemy of the United States in the war in Afghanistan. This guy’s straight up an assassin, like out of the movies. Don’t be stupid. Let the police deal with him.”

      “Like I said,” Thomas replied quickly, “I don’t know if it's him. But there is a chance, and I have to do this on my own.” He looked at the clock in the car. “Eighty-six minutes.”

      “I can’t let you do this,” Wyatt said, “not because I’m your boss, because I’m your friend. This is foolishness.”

      “Well, do what you have to do,” Thomas said, “and I’ll do what I have to.”

      Another long pause as Thomas sped down the road, racing toward the Han River.

      “I’m not waiting that long,” Wyatt said. “Give me a better time.”

      He looked at the clock again, and then the GPS. Twenty-seven minutes to get there, and another twenty to get Freyja. The police can arrive after that. Yes, that’d be fine. After all, I still want him caught for Joon’s death.

      “Fifty minutes,” Thomas said.

      “Forty-five minutes, then,” Wyatt said in a worried voice. “Thomas, I hope you know what you’re doing. The missing Bitcoin isn’t important enough to risk your life over.”

      It is to Freyja.

      “Like I said, it’s more than that, someone else is in trouble,” Thomas said, now with the Han in view, its rippling waves shining in a brilliant white light. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “What do I tell Ron? Just the coordinates?” Wyatt said. “You said he won’t be surprised?”

      “If I don’t call back,” Thomas said, “tell him to bring the cavalry.”

      “You’re really bad at not making me worry about this,” Wyatt said. “I don’t know why I’m agreeing to this bullshit. I should have Ron after you for this, throw you in a fucking cell and throw away the key until you’ve come back to your senses.”

      “Wyatt. . . thank you. Thank you.”

      “Be careful, Thomas. Forty-three minutes.”

      Thomas ended the phone call and raced the car over the sparkling-crystal waters, the hum of the engine running through the car as it shifted gears.

      He grabbed his phone with the GPS running on it, and after pressing a button, he said, “Call Sarah.”

      The phone rang several times, and eventually ended on his daughter’s voice greeting, asking for the caller to leave a message.

      Oh, Sarah, of all times, you could have picked up this once.

      He heard the beep after her voice.

      “Uh, Sarah, hi, it's me. Listen, I’m uh. . .”  What do I say? “Listen, I love you so very much, and I’m sorry I wasn’t part of your life for a long time. It was selfish of me, and I resent it every day. But there’s something going on right now that I’m involved in, and I’m trying really hard not to be selfish. There’s someone in trouble. She reminds me of you, actually.” A rare tear fell down his cheek. “I wish I could go back and change who I was, but I can’t. I can only try to be better now. I am better. I haven’t had a drop of alcohol in years, and it's hard sometimes. But this thing I have to do, well, I wish I didn’t have to do it, but I keep thinking of her, and you, and I want to help. I want to be a part of your life again. I want to see my grandson; I want to see Adon.”

      Another tear fell, which he wiped away with his sleeve.

      “Sarah, there’s a small chance this is goodbye. But I don’t want it to be. I want to be a family again. I don’t know what I can do to make it up to you, but I hope this is a step in the right direction. I don’t want to be isolated anymore. I don’t want to feel lonely, and I don’t want you to grow up without a father, and Adon a grandpa. If we speak again after this, you just have to tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. I’m so sorry for not being there for you. I’m so sorry, but I’m here now, and I hope I’ll be here after what I have to do now. Sarah, I love you, you’re still my little girl, and tell Adon I love him. Give him a big hug and kiss from his grandpa. I hope to call you again, but if this is goodbye, then. . . goodbye.”

      He hung up the phone and looked at the GPS with blurry eyes. Fifteen minutes until the destination. Fifteen minutes to arrive at hell’s gate.
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      Those soulless, blue crocodile eyes glared into hers. He wore no expression on his face, he looked like it was all business as he stood before her, shirtless and dripping with sweat. The veins in his biceps ran down the entire length of his tattooed arms, ending with his hands nearly clasped into fists, yet more like ready to grasp onto something, eager to wrap their fingers around something—and squeeze.

      Panic overwhelmed Freyja as she fought with the bindings around her wrist, as she felt the droplets of blood roll down her skin and fall to the drain beneath her. The sort of panic one might feel in that moment before a car wreck—one of those bad ones on the highway—where in that instant, you know you fucked up, and there was absolutely nothing you can do to stop it. Time slows to a crawl. You are stuck in that situation, and there is only one possible outcome—the crash. Your body tenses, and you prepare for what you know is going to be bad—your mind races, flashing the people you love before you. And then boom—the crash. . .

      “You know why you’re here?” Niklas said, still expressionless, his tone grim, and his mouth turned down on both sides.

      She shook her head, trying to hold the tears back. All she was thinking about was that she should have stayed home—home in the peaceful city—safe behind her computer. That was her world, not this real one. This time she’d gone too far, she should’ve stuck to busting fraudsters, she’d even warned Thomas at first about getting involved in this one, and in the end, she couldn’t take her own advice.

      “You know why you’re here,” Niklas said, still with his heavy hands hanging at his sides. He must have just been working out up there, she thought. “I know who you are. . .”

      That nauseous welling of bile that was forming in her stomach nearly shot up into her mouth at the sound of that. She realized she wasn’t breathing.

      He took two strides forward and gripped the duct tape with his fingers, and she could smell his musty sweat as he ripped the tape from her mouth. He threw it to the ground.

      “You’ve quite the reputation,” he said, now showing his white teeth with a grin. His eyes narrowed, never leaving her. “CryptoCunt. . . such a nasty word for such a sweet, young thing.”

      “Fuck you,” she said, suddenly bursting out of that panicked state she was in. She felt the strength of her mother in her then, a tough, ex-military, Nordic woman. She’d never let someone bully her, even if he was about to kill her.

      “I like that,” he said, making his way toward the table.

      It was then that she saw what was attached to his hip, she hadn’t seen it before this, but now a new worry shot into her. Attached to his hip, in a leather scabbard was a knife—the knife—long and finely crafted. It was probably the knife he used to torture and kill Joon Chang-Min.

      “There’s a couple of reasons you are here,” he said, glancing down at the three items on the table. “First of all, I need to know the seed phrase. You tell me that now, and it works, and I’ll set you free. After all, some bastard betrayed me, so I’ll be leaving the country forever soon.”

      She didn’t respond, she was only trying to figure out a way to break free of the bindings while he wasn’t looking, but they were tight—impossible to break through with nothing sharp. Freyja wasn’t daft to the fact if she did break free, she might be faster than him if she made her way up the stairs. But she had no idea where she was—she was in the lair of the beast. She could attempt to attack him; aim for the eyes or testicles, but the man hulking before her was a killer—a real killer. Freyja didn’t know if an eye poke would keep him at bay for long.

      “So. . . what is it?” He ran his fingers over the hammer on the left side of the dimly lit table.

      “I don’t know it, not all of it, otherwise I would’ve moved it,” she said.

      He nodded. “Yes, that does make sense,” he said. “Or—you know it, or how to get the hidden word, and you’re going to tell me now.”

      “I told you, I don’t know it,” she said.

      “Hmm,” he groaned gutturally, “well, the second reason you are here is that I’ve wanted to meet you for so long now, it makes me quite happy to meet you in person. You see, a couple of the ones whose lives you ruined—they were my clients. And all that money they took, they still have. They keep their assets safe in Malta or Puerto Rice. I assume they’d agree to pay me more than that measly Ethereum reward.”

      “But you’d still let me go if I knew the seed phrase?” she asked.

      His blue-eyed gaze shot back to her. “So, you do know it?”

      “No,” she said flatly. “It sounds like I’m only as close as you or whoever you are working with are. . .”

      His fingers released their grasp of the hammer and moving to inches in front of her face, he squatted, staring into her eyes. He was attempting to read her.

      “You don’t know the last word of the phrase?” he asked grimly, his tone low and heavy.

      “No,” she said, meeting his gaze with the most strength she could muster.

      He snickered, looking down, and then sighed.

      “I don’t believe you,” he said as his head rose, and he looked into her eyes again. He stood up tall and straight then, unsheathing the Rambo-like knife from its scabbard with the slow draw of steel against leather. He flashed it in front of her eyes, its cold steel reflecting the warm light of the kerosene lamp on its sharp edge and rigid teeth on its back.

      “I swear I don’t know it,” she said, with her eyes wide as she stared into the light of the blade.

      “That’s unfortunate,” he said. “You know it feels like only yesterday that I was standing in front of Bob June as he didn’t give me what I wanted. You know, I wasn’t supposed to kill him. That’s probably why they turned on me, but I get a little—carried away when I don’t get what I want. Are you going to give me what I want, Freyja?”

      The fear pushed past her inner strength then, and she realized now that she was most certainly going to die.

      Thomas, where are you? I’m scared. I need your help. I don’t want to die.

      “You see, with people,” he said. “Torture is a pretty simple thing, you can either go with the basics; start slow and work your way up, or you can go after what’s really important to people. For instance, if someone is vain, a few superficial cuts can do the trick. If they realize they’re going to have to live with scars on their face, they’ll tell you their deepest, darkest secrets.”

      She didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. The only thing that was running through her mind was that she wanted to see Thomas burst through that door at the top of the stairs. But he wasn’t there. She was utterly powerless against the mercenary standing before her.

      “Why I’m telling you this, is because even with how beautiful you are, I don’t think you’re vain—at least not in the physical sense. I’ve got a pretty good ability to read people. And no, your vanity comes behind a computer, that’s where you feel you're most beautiful—your most powerful. That's the real you. . .”

      She didn’t know exactly what he was eluding too but she quickly found out.

      Niklas moved to the back of her chair, and cut the binding from one of her hands, which she quickly brought forward. But a strong grasp grabbed her right wrist quickly, gripping it tightly. It sent a searing pain through the cuts, as the grip alone felt as if it could snap it. He moved to stand in front of her again.

      “I suppose you could use dictation to type into your computer,” he said, “but that’d be pretty difficult with coding.” With his hand still gripped around her wrist, he used his thumb to extend her thumb out. The knife rested easily in his other hand as he glared at her with those emotionless, dark eyes. He was the predator, and she was the prey. There was no reasoning with this animal. He wasn’t doing this because he had to. He was doing this because he enjoyed it, because there was something broken, deep down inside this man, possibly from the day he was born. Freyja felt complete helplessness, and that's when she finally let the tears fall.

      “Please don’t,” she couldn’t help but say. “I don’t know the seed phrase. I swear to whatever god you want me to swear to.”

      “Don’t bring God into this,” he said coldly, as he slid the knife to the base of her thumb. She could feel the sharp steel slice easily into her skin. It was so sharp it didn’t even hurt. “Right now, it's just you, me, and this here knife. So, sweetie, why don’t you just tell me the last word. That's all I want, just that one, measly little word, and you can leave right now.”

      It was racing through her mind then, should she tell him? Or, would it even be enough? What if she told him the truth that she believed one of the physical USB drives from his condo held the last word? Would he believe her long enough for her to prove it?

      “So, what’ll it be?” he asked. “One word, for one digit?”

      “I—I don’t know the word, but I may know how to find it,” she said slowly, if only trying to stall him from the inevitable. “If you let me go, I’ll help you find it. At least, I think I can.” She of course knew she’d never give this man the secret, but if she could buy enough time. . .

      Niklas’ eyes narrowed once more, and those nasty, sharp white teeth shown out of the corners of his mouth. Next, she felt the searing, burning pain of hot metal as the muscles in his shoulders bulged. She looked down in horror as the knife slid through the joint of her thumb as if it took no effort to do so. As the knife left, he released his grip of her wrist, standing back with the bloody blade hanging at his side.

      She held up her hand close to her face, and in a shocked gaze, looked at the four-fingered, thumbless hand as the blood ran down her arm. Freyja looked down at the thin piece of flesh lying motionless on the dark ground. She wondered how many times she’d used that thumb to flick the spacebar on her computer in her life.

      The tears ran down her cheeks, and she then knew for certain now she was going to die.

      “I don’t want to play games, Freyja,” he said. “Tell me the word, or it’s going to be a long night for you.”
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      Having driven on the gravel road for a mere few minutes, he now pulled up onto the edge of the driveway, still slightly hidden behind a grove of thick brush. His phone said, ‘you have arrived at your destination,’ as he killed the motor of the rental, and gulped heavily.

      Thomas could make out the house—a stone, square, one-level building with an almost flat, metal roof. Aside from the scant flutter of bird wings off in the distance, it felt as if there was a presence to this place—as if nature knew to stay away, for something was inside this building—something to be wary of.

      Thomas was sweating—really sweating. The armpits of his shirt were soaking, even with the AC in the car blasting beforehand. Before he left the vehicle, he grabbed the Beretta, and checked the clip—it was full. He checked the chamber, it was loaded. The gun was ready to fire, all it needed was the safety to be flicked off, and with a pull of the trigger, he knew the explosive sound of the gun would ring out. He didn’t know if he should take the safety off now or not. After all, he could be wrong about this place, and he wasn’t a complete professional at guns and gun safety. He’d never taken the course people went through in the movies where cops train on shooting the bad guys by cutouts of people appearing from behind buildings, and there was always the rookie cop who shot the woman holding the baby. He left the safety on for the moment.

      Exiting the vehicle, and leaving the door slightly ajar, the hot sun beat down on his head, and he felt the cold steel of the gun turn warm in his clammy hands. His heart was pumping wildly. Warm blood coursed through his chest and arms, and he could feel his face turning flush. For all the reasons in the world he didn’t want to find Niklas in this building, he would never want to meet such an evil force, except if Freyja is in there. She needs him then.

      Creeping low behind the scratchy brush, Thomas found the house surrounded by scant, thin trees that rested motionless with the lack of breeze. He grasped the Beretta in both hands, eying the place. The windows were draped from the inside with thick, dark curtains. Not seeing any surveillance system from the outside, he made his way around the brush, edging the tree line, making his way around the building to its backside.

      “Fuck it,” he said, as he flicked the safety off, but keeping his fingers clear of the trigger—for now.

      The backside of the building looked like the front—cold and stagnant, but the door on the backside had a cement stoop, and the curtain that covered the inside of the door seemed to have a slit in between the two drapes. Thomas took a deep breath, removed his overshirt, resting it on the ground after wiping his face with it.

      “Here we go.”

      He made careful steps straight at the door, aiming the gun at the windows as he did so. He made a strong effort to check the sides of the building as well, just in case someone were to try to attack from behind. With the grassy backyard so short, he found his way to the door quickly. He flattened himself to the side of the door on his back. Not hearing or seeing anything yet, he took another deep breath, trying to control his slow breathing and rapid pulse. His heart felt as if it were about to burst from the thick, pumping of warm blood.

      Thomas left the wall and slowly, carefully moved his head to peer into the slit that formed between the two curtains. It was dark inside, dimly lit by a light source to the right he couldn’t see. To the right of the door was the kitchen he could see that much, and beyond that looked to the rest of the interior. Light flickered against the walls from a TV he couldn’t see. Clothes and other random things were strewn on the floor and on the one chair he could see.

      Something caught his eye—something important—very important to him. Just around the right wall, leading toward the still flickering TV, and only barely visible, was the barrel of a gun—a black handgun.

      Thomas flew back to the safety of the wall.

      “Shit, this is it. He lives here.”

      But he didn’t see him. And he didn’t see Freyja, but he had to be sure. And he didn’t have much more time. Wyatt had given him some, but not that much. His wet hand cupped the round, brass handle to the door and squeezing it tightly, he turned it, expected it to resist, but it didn’t. The latch popped and the door released outward with a click.

      That’s lucky I suppose, but when does a world-renowned killer really need to lock his doors? Who would be stupid enough to enter a killer’s house? Me. I guess.

      His chest tightened, and he noticed he wasn’t breathing. He’d been holding his breath for longer than he thought and took another deep breath.

      “You can do this. You can do this.”

      He pulled the door open with a long, dull screech of the unlubricated hinges. Dragging it open only wide enough for him to squeeze his body through, he quickly found himself inside the building. It was dark, humid and the air was stagnant. The room smelled of sweat, like the sweat after working out after a long night of scotch and cigarettes. Thomas took slow steps forward, squeezing the grip of the Beretta so tight that sweat was dripping from it now.

      First the kitchen, no one there. Next, he had to creep around that right corner where the gun lay, the yellowish glow of the light source and the blue-flickering TV.

      His finger found the trigger now.

      Taking sidesteps slowly—very slowly—around the corner, he eyed each new inch revealed to him cautiously. First, he saw a pair of heavy kettlebells on the floor, then the edge of a bed with the blankets tossed in a lazy fashion on the bed. No one. There was no one there, and he didn’t see any closets to have to check. But he realized then that he hadn’t checked behind him. In the square structure there shouldn’t be a part of the room that stuck out as the interior did.

      He snapped around, gun in hand, drawn and ready to fire. Thomas half expected to see someone jumping out at him from a closet or hidden alcove. But instead he saw, next to a large target on its right side with many, thick notches in it—a door.

      If there was anywhere left for Freyja—and possibly Niklas to be—it was there.

      OK, here we go. Be brave, for Freyja, and Sarah.

      He walked toward the door, a tan, blank door with a cheap, golden handle. Placing his hand around the cool handle, he began to turn it slowly. Again, unlocked, opening outward as he attempted to mute the lock with the palm of his hand. Moving to the side of the door, he aimed the gun into the darkness through the two-inch crack. Once his eyes adjusted, he saw that the door didn’t lead to a closet but led down.

      This door led to the depths of the house—a basement.

      Thomas opened the door wide enough to fit through, and his shoe made its way onto a wooden stair, luckily not creaking.

      If they’re down here, I’ve got to be ready. I can’t hesitate. I’ve got to move fast, I’m in his world now.

      Thomas didn’t know what to expect, and what he was about to find would tear at his heartstrings. . .
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      Her blood cooled as it trickled down her arm. Freyja was in a complete sense of shock. At that moment she felt little pain, only what felt like the sharp prick of perhaps a paper cut. But looking down at her severed thumb, the panic of the situation had become so much that she found herself unable to speak.

      Wiping the blood off his knife, the predator stood with his back to her. The dark, fully-filled tattoos on his back looked like a Rorschach test to her then. She couldn’t make out what they were, but in her mind they were demons—demons at play, feasting on what looked like children to her.

      “This will all end,” Niklas hissed. “One way or the other, and all you have to do is say one word. . . just one word, Freyja.”

      She still couldn’t find the composure to answer, too terrified to move, watching him as his fingers glided over the hammer on the table, then the screwdriver, and then the mirror. His fingers then went back to the screwdriver, wrapping themselves around it.

      Holding it up to the lamplight, he inspected it. “You’d be surprised how much pain can be inflicted with such a simple tool. It makes you wonder if the person who invented it ever thought of this as a use case for it? What do you think?”

      Freyja’s eyes were wet with tears, and as she blinked, heavy streams rolled down her cheeks.

      He stared at her with his crocodile eyes.

      “One word,” he said. “Just tell me the missing word, and you can go.”

      Strength came to Freyja, a strength from deep down inside. It was as if a spirit welled up from her mother, deep down inside her. Her mother’s voice said something like, ‘Be strong, if you’re going to go into the night, hold your chest out, be brave, and be strong.’

      “Even if I did tell you,” Freyja then said with a collected voice, “you wouldn’t let me go. You’re nothing but a coward. Tying young women up in your basement. What are you afraid that I’d kick your ass if I wasn’t bound? Even if I did know the word, I wouldn’t tell you. If Joon held out, I can too.”

      He looked coldly at her, with the slightest of a furrowed brow. “If you’re trying to get me to untie you,” he said, “you’d better think of another way. Calling me a coward isn’t going to cut it.” He pointed the tip of the flathead screwdriver to the place on her hand where a thumb should be. “Maybe you don’t know the word, that’s fine. But you’re going to tell me how to get it, and if you don’t know how, it's not going to be a happy ending to your story. You are right about one thing; I do like tying young women up in my basement. You can call it. . . an old past time of mine. . . a hobby.

      “You’re a monster,” she said, her voice like daggers.

      “I’ve been called worse.” He grabbed her wrist, and as she squirmed to break free from his grasp, he angled the tip of the screwdriver toward the still-bleeding wound.

      “No!” she yelled, as she fought, and she could feel the cold steel creeping toward her injury. He is going to drive that into my hand, she thought, no, no, no!

      Niklas stopped, turning his crocodile eyes back to the stairwell he’d come down. He paused there, like a snake eying a mouse. Freyja couldn’t tell what had piqued his sudden interest, but she was slightly relieved, but knew she was still in a massive amount of danger.

      What happened next shocked Freyja so much she thought her heart was about to explode.

      In a flash of mere seconds, Freyja’s spirits soared as Thomas rushed down the stairs, gun in hand, and Niklas shot forward like a cannonball barreling at its target.

      The loud boom of a bullet flying from the chamber echoed throughout the basement, as Thomas ran down the stairs, aiming the gun at the monster in the room. The explosion from the gun was so loud her ears instantly rang, and she felt as if she was in the middle of a battle, happening right there, in that very room.

      She couldn’t see where the bullet went, but as Niklas ran at Thomas, he threw the screwdriver end over end at him, then another boom of the gun blasted out in the room. Thomas reacted to knock away the screwdriver, and Freyja still couldn’t tell if Niklas had been shot yet or not, but she could see he was still running at great speed in those few seconds, and he was almost to Thomas. She knew she had to do something.

      Niklas was then at the break in between the L-shaped staircase, and as his hand gripped like a vise around Thomas’ arm, the gun let out another two loud booms as the gun went off, sending the bullets lodging into the wooden frame above. Niklas had Thomas in his grasp now, and he heaved his large body onto Thomas’. He had one hand now on Thomas’ arm, and the other around his neck. He squeezed with an intensity that was determined to kill.

      Thomas couldn’t breathe, and trying to resist the power of the killer on his was proving futile. Niklas brought one of his knees up and shoved it into Thomas’ stomach, sending a crushing pain into him. His back was upon the jagged staircase, and as the fingers wrapped tighter around his arm and neck, he began to grow pale. The veins in his eyes reddened and deepened. He was dying.

      Niklas’ eyes sparkled as the lights in Thomas’ diminished.

      Thomas’ grip on the gun relaxed, as his face was now turning blue.

      In a flash of the light from the kerosene lamp flickering off dark metal, a spat of fresh blood flowed down the side of Niklas’ head as a dull thud was heard. Niklas, in a state of bewilderment, turned his head back to look past the bloody hammer, to the green eyes of the young Scandinavian woman, holding the base of the hammer in her two hands, minus one digit.

      Niklas’ eyes rolled back into his head like a great white shark about to take a bite, he released his grip from Thomas and fell to his back, down the remaining stairwell, blood pooling from the wound on the side of his head onto the ground.

      “Thomas!” she said as she moved over the mercenary’s motionless body. Her hand first found the gun, putting her back to the corner of the stairwell. Thomas’ eyes were closed, and he was pale. From her vantage point she could see that Niklas indeed had one bloodstained bullet hole in his side, and still lay still.

      She grabbed Thomas’ shirt and shook. “Wake up, hey, Thomas, wake up. You need to wake up! You can’t die like this.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Don’t leave me alone in this hell. You’ve got to wake up, don’t die on me. . .”

      As she finished saying that, Thomas’ eyes shot open and he took a forced, long deep breath. He coughed wildly, sitting up, she put her hand on his shoulder to calm him.

      “Breathe easy,” she said in a soothing voice. The panic faded as Thomas was brought back to the real world. His eyes stared into hers, a deep, connected stare. Then his eyes went down the stairwell to the motionless attacker on the ground.

      “You. . . you saved me,” he said, with his mouth agape.

      “Actually, I think we saved each other. . .”  She smiled and wrapped her arms around him, and he put his arms around her. They stayed there for several seconds.

      Thomas pulled away. “Freyja, they’re coming, they’re coming right now, you’ve got to go.”

      “Who? Thomas, who’s coming?”

      “The police,” he said, “you’ve got to get out of here or you’re not going to be able to hide anymore.”

      “What about him?” she asked, looking down at Niklas.

      He took the gun from her hand. “I’ll stay. Now go! I’ll meet you later.”

      She held a warm feeling inside her then, he’d done all this to save her. “Thank you,” she said, as she quickly ran over Niklas, back toward the chair she’d been tied to, now on its side next to the shattered mirror that she’d knocked off the table. Leaning down she grabbed her bloody thumb off the cold ground and ran back toward the staircase.

      Freyja left Thomas with a wink and a smile, which he returned, and then she moved past him, out the door to the cellar, out of the murderer's house and out into the woods. Minutes later she heard sirens in the distance.
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      As the pain in his stomach dulled, the aching in his neck waned, and Niklas’ blood began to dry on his shirt, Thomas aimed the gun dead center at the killer’s head. The pool of blood grew ever slowly on the cold, stone floor as his body lay motionless, but Thomas wouldn’t risk it. In fact, every part of him wanted to empty the fucking clip into him. But he knew better, Ron was most likely on his way now, and if Niklas was in fact dead by the hammer-strike by Freyja, he didn’t need to be shooting a dead corpse—although he did think nobody would really blame him if he did.

      A blurriness fought its way into Thomas’ eyes, and deep fatigue rested in his soul. He’d almost been murdered only minutes ago, and now he had to fight to stay conscious. He wanted Freyja right then, someone to help him, someone to be by his side, but she had to leave. He wanted her to leave, and in his delirium he pulled the cell from his pocket.

      Thank you, he sent to her; below the long string of unanswered texts he’d sent prior.

      He was about to slip into that deep, dark sleep, with its fuzzy fingers clawing at him, he heard a loud boom from upstairs—the front door had been burst open. He heard a voice above—it was Ron’s voice.

      “Thomas? Thomas?” he called out.

      Thomas coughed and cleared his throat. “Down here. I’m down here!”

      Bright sunlight peaked through the darkness as the cellar door opened inward. Thomas began to cry when he saw Ron’s face. The only face I’ve been happier to see was Freyja’s when I saw she was still alive. Thank you, Ron. Thank you.

      “Good lord.” Ron hurried down the stairs, his gun held out in front of him, quickly finding its sights focused on the large man on the ground. “What the fuck happened here?”

      Thomas laughed a single laugh, sitting up from laying on the stairs, holding his stomach and wincing in pain. “I take it you heard from Wyatt?”

      Ron clasped his hand around Thomas’ shoulder, harder than a supportive touch. “You lied to me, asshole. What were you thinking? You could have died! What happened here?” He didn’t wait for a response as Thomas dipped in and out of that foggy place between warm slumber and the cold, stale air of the basement. Instead Ron, still aiming his pistol at Niklas’ motionless body, called someone, gave them the address, asking for backup and put the cell back in his pocket. “You’re safe now, I’ve got you.”

      Those words meant an incredible deal to Thomas then. Being well over forty, Thomas was a proud, self-sufficient man who liked to build model rockets in his spare time—but now—he felt as if there was someone protecting him from the darkness. It was similar to a child being scared of the dark, and their mother walking in, sitting on the side of the bed and scattering the monsters away. There was someone to tell him that everything was going to be OK. This feeling was coupled by the fact that Freyja was out there somewhere—safe. Somewhere outside of this nightmare of a structure, she was running under the warm sunlight, still breathing, still feeling.

      “I’m sorry I lied,” Thomas said, with his throat scratchy and his voice raspy. “I know it was wrong of me, but I had to do it.”

      Ron looked at him with an astonished looked, but then frowning. “Yeah, you fucked up. I’m gonna beat your ass for this, after you've recovered. Are you injured?”

      “Not too bad,” Thomas said, feeling the ache in his gut. “I’ll survive.”

      “Who was in the chair?” Ron asked, catching Thomas off-guard, and springing him back to full attention. Ron, still with his gun aimed at Niklas, was looking at the chair on its side, with the cut zip ties next to it and the broken mirror.

      Thomas looked up at him with troubled eyes, not wanting to answer.

      “Thomas?” Ron asked. “Who was in the chair?”

      “I—I don’t know,” Thomas lied.

      “I’m going to point this gun at you,” Ron said. “Don’t you lie to me anymore. Who was in the chair? Where are they? That’s fresh blood on the ground. What happened here?”

      “It was a friend.” Thomas sighed. “That’s all I can say, and they’re safe now. He was going to kill them. Ron, please don’t ask me who they were, they can’t be known. Do me this favor.”

      “I’m done doing you favors,” Ron said, but then paused.

      “I came to help my friend,” Thomas said. “I didn’t know they’d be here, but I needed the gun anyway. Glad I had it; I’ll say that much. He was fast. He almost got me, had his hand around my neck.”

      “You are one lucky son of a bitch,” Ron said, his dark eyes gazing down at Niklas, the light glowing from the open door above glistening on his dark skin—a shimmer of relief in his eyes.

      Thomas heard faint sirens in the distance, and his gaze shot to Niklas on the ground as he groaned and stirred. His bloody hand lifted from the floor and moved to the gunshot in his torso.

      “Don’t you fucking move,” Ron said, gripping his gun tightly, aiming it at Niklas’ head. “Does he have any weapons on him?”

      Thomas shook his head, and said, “I’m not sure. His knife is over there, I don’t think he has a gun, or he would’ve used it.”

      “Stay where you are,” Ron said as Niklas slumped back to his deep sleep, nearing death, but not quite within its reach.

      The sirens got louder, and Thomas waned in and out of that deep, dark grasp of sleep himself.

      Ron seemed to notice the wear on Thomas’ face, and he simply said. “I got you, you can rest if you need.”

      The time that followed flickered in an instant, and for what felt like a single blink, Thomas then found himself under the bright, white lights of a summer cloud colored ceiling. Moving his head back, he saw a nurse wheeling him down a long hallway. The first thing that shot into his mind was Freyja.

      His hand moved into his pocket and pulled his cell from it. He looked at it to find no new messages from her. He did, however, find a handful of missed calls from Wyatt, along with texts telling him to call him immediately. The pain in his head, throat, and stomach could have deterred him from calling Wyatt back, but it didn’t. Wyatt answered immediately.

      “Are you OK?” Wyatt asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” Thomas rubbed his forehead with his free hand, he could feel the dried sweat residue on his fingers.

      “Good,” Wyatt said, “now you’re done. You’re coming back home. You understand me? There’s no missing flights this time. It's over.”

      Thomas didn’t answer, he was too lost in his own thoughts. I’m so close. We are so close. That drive might be back at the house. I’ve got to get back there.

      “Don’t make me put you under arrest and send you back,” Wyatt said. “That wouldn’t look good for your resume.”

      “It might,” he replied without thinking. “That would just mean I’m dedicated to my work.”

      “This isn’t a joke,” Wyatt said with his voice raised. “You were sent over there to find the money, not end up in a serial killer’s basement, almost choked to death. This is serious. You almost killed a man—even if he was guilty.”

      Almost?

      “You’re going to be questioned by the local police,” he said. “Tell them what you need to, and then you’re going to be questioned here as well. Do whatever you have to over there, but when you get back I need the real answers.”

      I can’t tell anyone about Freyja. Everything else is just details. . .

      “Thomas,” Wyatt said then with his voice calm, “I need to ask, where are we at on the missing Bitcoin? Obviously Niklas, and you being there, has something to do with it.”

      “I’m close,” Thomas said, “very close. If you just give me one day I’ll get it. I’m almost sure of it.”

      There was a long, hollow pause in the conversation then as Thomas was wheeled into another wing of the hospital by the silent nurse. Wyatt let out a deep groan. “How close?”

      “Very,” Thomas said, “if you don’t give me a little bit of time, someone else may take it. Who knows when someone else is going to figure out what I already know. Especially after what happened at Niklas’.”

      Another long pause.

      “I’ll give you one day,” Wyatt said finally. “Just do me a favor, and don’t get yourself almost killed again.”

      “No promises.” Thomas laughed, feeling the soreness in his throat again.

      “So, what’s next?” Wyatt asked. “What’s your plan?”

      “I believe Li turned Niklas over to the police after he turned out to be a wild dog. Li took the money, but Joon took the Bitcoin to keep it safe instead. Li tried to steal the money from his own customers, and now his programmers are trying to decipher Joon’s hidden code. But I’m close enough to cracking the seed phrase that I’ll be able to move the funds safely away from him forever.”

      “When and if you do,” Wyatt said, “I’ll need those new wallet addresses and seed phrases.”

      Damn, Freyja was right. Of course she was. If I move the money, the U.S. government is going to take over control of it. Who knows what they’re going to do with it. If I do get it, I’m going to have to let her put it somewhere, and act as if I didn’t get it. I don’t feel comfortable lying to Wyatt, but I’ve got to do this. I’ve got to go all the way.

      “Sure,” he simply said.

      “One day,” Wyatt said. “Are you going to go talk to Li next?”

      “Not next,” Thomas said, scratching the stubble on his cheek. “But soon.”

      “All right, well keep me in the loop,” then Wyatt let out a surprised laugh. “You’re a real fucking cowboy, you know that? People here are calling you Clarice Starling.”

      Thomas snickered. “Not the worst nickname.”

      “Take care, Thomas. Good luck. One day.” Then Wyatt ended the phone call.

      And just as Thomas was about to put the phone back in his pocket, it buzzed. It was a message—a new message from Freyja’s cell. Not so much a message, but a small round yellow face with one eye winking. She was OK. She’d made it back to her phone, and she was safe. Niklas was in custody if he was still alive, and now Thomas was being wheeled into the room with big, bright windows.

      Everything seemed like it was going to be OK now, Thomas just needed to get out of that room, get back to Niklas’ house, find that USB drive, and get it to Freyja. . . but he only had one day. . . one day to find billions, and hide it. . .
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      After being inspected by the doctor, a small-framed woman with thick glasses and a serious gaze, Thomas all but demanded that he be let out of the hospital. They even had a man from security come and stand in front of the door as Thomas put his clothes back on, but in broken English, the man kept saying the police are coming.

      He didn’t care.

      They had one day to get that drive, and now that Freyja was back out there and safe, he needed to get to her.

      Minutes later the police came in, three of them, but Ron wasn’t there. It was Soo-Jin Park, with his black and silver hair neatly combed to the side, now with a dark-blue suit around his wide-shouldered, stalky frame. The two others Thomas didn’t recognize, but they were in full police gear.

      “Thomas,” Soo-Jin said, “nice to see you are all right.”

      “Thanks,” Thomas replied, still standing at the side of the bed, buttoning the collar of his shirt. “I feel the same way.”

      The other two men spoke Korean to each other, and to Soo-Jin.

      “We’ve got to ask a few questions,” Soo-Jin said. “If that’s all right with you.”

      Thomas tried hard not to sigh or groan. “I’m ready to find my bed soon, after all I’ve been through, but if you need to ask me now, that’s fine. But if I could be done soon, well, I’d really appreciate that.”

      Soo-Jin slowly nodded.

      “Why were you at Niklas’?” Soo-Jin asked.

      “Niklas,” Thomas said. “Is he alive?”

      “So far,” Soo-Jin said. “He’s in critical condition. Whoever hit him over the head with that hammer nearly killed him.”

      “Would the world really miss a guy like that?” Thomas asked, and caught subtle smiles on the faces of the other two men.

      They may not speak English, but they understand at least a little of it. . .

      “Thomas, why were you at Niklas’? The car you rented only minutes before was parked there. You went there on purpose obviously, and Special Detective Ronald was alerted to that address minutes later.” He glared into Thomas’ eyes.

      “I followed him,” Thomas said.

      “His car was parked behind some thick brush down the road,” Soo-Jin said. “Where did you follow him from?”

      “I thought I saw him spying on me in my hotel room, so when I saw him getting ready to drive off, I got a rental car and followed him.”

      “Why would you follow him?” Soo-Jin asked.

      Shit. I know what the question after this is going to be. . .

      “Were you trying to be some hero? Collect a reward? You don’t seem like the type to be going after wanted killers for money. . .”

      “I just wanted to see where he was, then tell the police,” Thomas said, trying not to fold his arms over his chest or put his hands in his pockets.

      The two policemen looked at each other and Soo-Jin’s brow furrowed.

      “What about the gun? Where did you get that handgun?” Soo-Jin asked.

      I knew this question was coming. Now the lies are really gonna start flowing.

      “I found it,” he said, standing with his arms at his side, with his hands beginning to clam up. “In the house, I found it.”

      “How did you end up in the basement,” Soo-Jin asked. “And who else was down there?”

      “That basement got a little foggy for me,” Thomas said, “I don’t remember much, and I don’t remember another person down there. I went into the basement because I heard sounds coming from down there. I thought someone might be in trouble.”

      “There’s a big, glaring hole in your story, Thomas, something I need clarified. You had two cell phones in your pocket, why wouldn’t you—and didn’t—call me or the local authorities?”

      “I guess I got caught up in the commotion,” he answered quickly.

      Soo-Jin scoffed at that answer. “Do you know who this man is? You could’ve died and he would have disposed of your body to never be found. You’re one lucky idiot.”

      “Thanks,” Thomas answered with a smile.

      “So. . .”  Soo-Jin said. “You followed Niklas to the house, entered the house after him, grabbed a gun you found inside the house, and then followed him into the basement with the gun? You went down there, and then what?”

      “Again, it gets a little foggy,” Thomas said, scratching his head as if to try to remember. “I went down there, not with the intention of using the gun, but it went off, I was scared for my life, I believe. I think I got him with one, but he came at me so fast and with so much force, that’s when my memory stops.”

      “Well, let me remind you,” Soo-Jin said. “You went down the stairs and fired several shots. One bullet pierced his side, but yes, he found his way to you on the stairs, and nearly suffocated you with his bare hands. Then he got clubbed over the head with a hammer that had apparently been in that basement awhile. A hammer that had recently been bleached, most likely used by him to torture some other person down there. He didn’t hit himself with that hammer. . .  and it looks like someone broke free from some bindings down there, and there’s the blood. . .”

      Freyja’s blood from her thumb. . .

      “If there was someone down there with him,” Soo-Jin said, “not telling me is not recommended. This person may still be in danger. And if there was someone down there, I don’t think that’d be something you’d just forget. . . so I’ll ask again, was Niklas torturing someone while you were down there?”

      “No,” Thomas lied. “I don’t think so, maybe that happened before I got down there. He just started running at me as soon as he saw me on the stairs, so I shot him.”

      “And a hammer fell from heaven and struck him on the side of the head?” Soo-Jin asked, holding his arms out wide, showing his frustration.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Thomas said, folding his arms over his chest now, wiping the sweat from his palms onto his shirt slyly. “I wish I did; I’m not hiding anything from you. Maybe there was someone hiding down there in a corner or something, it was dark. Did I use the hammer? I don’t remember it, but if he came at me with it, and I got it from him? Is that possible? I hear people do things like that when it’s life and death, like mothers lifting cars off their children?”

      One of the policemen snickered at that. Soo-Jin wasn’t impressed.

      “Thomas,” he said. “How is your investigation coming? Or how was it coming before you went to play hero detective?”

      “Close, but far away still I’m afraid,” Thomas said. “And I’ve only got circumstantial evidence so I’m not really ready to be throwing out allegations to you.”

      “What about the money?” Soo-Jin asked, as a heavy glare fell upon Thomas.

      “Still in those wallets, last I checked. I’m honestly not that good at the whole blockchain thing yet, I’m still waiting to hear back from the states if they’ve found anything about those wallets. Have you found anything on your end?”

      Soo-Jin spoke in Korean to the other men, who looked unsure about their responses by their shrugged shoulders and raised eyebrows.

      “We are close,” Soo-Jin finally said. “That’s all I can say. We will have the Bitcoin back to BitX soon.”

      “Do you know who took the Bitcoin yet?” Thomas asked.

      “Not yet. Do you?”

      “That’s the part I don’t want to go throwing accusations out at,” Thomas said.

      “If you know of anything, please tell me, just because you tell me circumstantial evidence doesn’t mean I’m just going to go throwing someone in prison, but I must insist.”

      Thomas sighed. “I think Mr. Wei may have had something to do with it. It’s possible Mr. Wei and Joon Chang-Min conspired to hack the funds away from the exchange, but he didn’t follow their plan. He either tried to keep it away from Li or keep it for himself. Either way, Mr. Wei sent Niklas after Joon to try to get the Bitcoin back, but he ended up killing him, whether Li wanted him to or not. . . that’s what I theorize anyway. . .”

      Soo-Jin stroked his wide chin.

      “You’ve thought of that, right?” Thomas asked.

      Soo-Jin nodded. “Not much evidence, like you said, but yes, that’s one of our theories. It’s a lot more likely that hackers took the funds and are sitting on them though.”

      Thomas’ hands went out to his sides then. “But ever since Joon died the funds haven’t moved, and the fact that there is some kind of hidden code in there says something doesn’t it? Why would hackers leave a message for someone else to take it from them?”

      “The hackers could be communicating with each other,” Soo-Jin said, “but we’ve stumbled onto their language.”

      “Why wouldn’t they just send encrypted messages to each other?” Thomas asked.

      “Like I said, these are just theories right now, all being investigated.”

      “Soo-Jin, do you mind if I go now? I think I’ve been playing it off well, but my neck is throbbing, and my knees are a little shaky.”

      The three Korean men looked at each other, and Soo-Jin nodded.

      He held his hand out to shake Thomas’, which he shook. “Again, I’m glad you’re all right. You are something of a vigilante down at the station now. But Thomas, if you remember anything else, please call me immediately.”

      “I will,” Thomas said, bowing to the two other men, who bowed back, and Thomas finally found himself walking out of the hospital room. It took every fiber of his being not to sprint toward the exit and reach into his pocket to text Freyja.

      He casually made his way out of the hospital, back out into the city with its tall buildings, warm air, and dazzling sunlight. Hailing down a taxi, he immediately went to his cell phone after telling the driver which hotel he was staying in.

      Where are you? he texted Freyja.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The taxi strolled through the city, inching its way back toward Thomas’ hotel, he called the reception desk at the hotel, eagerly asking for another rental car. A new voice on the other end was happy to make it happen for him. He hung up the phone, watching the thousands of faces in the streets as he did so. He sat back in his seat and drew in a deep breath.

      He’d told Soo-Jin he needed to get home so that he could rest, sleep off the craziness that had transpired over the last few days—hours even. That wasn’t a lie, he felt as though he could sleep for days. Even if he was still in his thirties, he’d feel at least similar. His throat still felt like daggers were cutting in, and every muscle there was tight and bruised. His head ached, and his vision still blurred every once in a while. Even sitting, his legs were tight and tensed like he’d just run a 5K. Thomas thought about what Freyja must be feeling then, how much she must have struggled to break free of those bindings on the chair while Niklas was about to kill him.

      She’d saved his life, and he, hers. They’d have that connection forever now, and his belly ached at the thought of Niklas cutting off one of her fingers.

      I wish I had killed him.

      Right after leaving the hospital he’d texted to see where she was, and she quickly replied. Interestingly enough to him, but perhaps not surprising at all—she was also at a hospital, but one nearer to where Niklas’ house was. Had she run there? It didn’t matter, but it gave him peace of mind to know that someone out there was taking care of her.

      After he got the car, he’d make his way to the hospital immediately. His belly grumbled again, but not from his drained emotions, he realized he hadn’t eaten in a long time. He called the receptionist and asked for a sushi roll and black coffee to be ready with the car. They obliged.

      He thought of the soft blanket there in the hotel room, and how after popping a couple of aspirin, how good it would feel to lay his head on a feathery pillow and close his eyes.

      No! The race is still on. We’re so close now. You can do this. Push through. . .

      Arriving at the hotel, he paid the driver quickly, leaving a handsome tip, and ran to the front door. The receptionist's smile faded rapidly to a startled look of worry on her face. Perhaps Thomas looked a little worse for the wear. He hadn’t looked in a mirror since he was last in his room, floors up, but that didn’t matter.

      “The rental?” he asked after running to the reception desk.

      “Yes. . .”  she said, “it's here and ready. Your sushi too.” She pulled it up from behind the desk with the coffee.

      “Thank you very much,” he said. “It’s been kind of a rough day. Please forgive my appearance.” He laughed. “One of those days. . .”

      She feigned a smile. “Here are the keys.”

      He swooped the things up in his hands.

      “It’s the silver one out there,” she said. “The Hyundai.”

      Soon Thomas was in the car, and with the fresh taste of coffee on his lips and the deep, earthy flavor of wasabi in his throat, he made his way to the hospital. New Seoul St. Mary’s Hospital, just on the other side of Wonhyo Bridge. And he found himself at the front entrance to the hospital in the better part of ten minutes.

      He was shocked and exhilarated to see a friendly set of eyes staring into his as he pulled up. There she was, wearing the same thing he’d seen her in before—torn blue jeans and a black T-shirt, a long smear of blood on her jeans, and her hair was slightly frayed and voluminous as it blew in the warm breeze. Her arm was in a cast up to the elbow, and there was a long extension on the cast where her thumb was—or was again.

      She had a large grin on her face as the piercing in her dimple sparkled in the sunlight. Her green eyes were the color of mossy forest, as they showed a hint of fatigue, yet thrill at the prospect of getting to the end of this road they’d been traveling down together.

      Freyja entered the car quickly, leaning over and reaching her arms around Thomas, who was caught off-guard but then wrapped his arms around her.

      “Thank you,” she said in a soft voice.

      He smiled. “Thank you.”

      She leaned back into her seat, and her eyes fixed on the coffee. She grabbed it with her free hand, and putting it to her lips, took a deep gulp of it.

      “Ah.” She sighed in relief. “Nothing like coffee after almost being killed. How good does it feel to be alive?”

      “Pretty good,” he said, shifting the car into gear. “Did they reattach it?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I got here as quick as I could. They seemed to do a pretty good job. I told them I cut it off when I was prepping for dinner. I don’t think they believed me, but they helped anyway. They wanted me to stay there at least overnight. But fuck that. I hate hospitals.”

      After a short pause, Thomas said, “I didn’t tell them you were there. The cops I mean. I think they believed me. Too much trauma to remember.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a wide grin on her face.

      He winked. “You ready?”

      She nodded.

      And just as he was about to hit the gas, his phone rang.

      They looked at one another in surprise. Were they being watched?

      “It’s probably my boss,” he said, but his eyebrows angled toward each other as he didn’t recognize the number.

      “Are you going to answer it?” she asked, her voice soft, yet suspicious.

      He hit a button and put the phone to his ear and waited to hear the voice on the other end.

      “Mr. Merten,” the voice said, which Thomas didn’t recognize immediately. “We need to have a conversation.”

      Thomas looked at Freyja again, her mouth agape.

      He covered the microphone of the phone. “It’s Li Wei,” he whispered to her.

      “Mr. Wei,” he said, as casually as he could. “Yes, I believe we do. It’s going to have to be later tonight though. Does that work?”

      “No. Right now,” Li insisted.

      “No, not right now, later tonight.”

      “Mr. Merten,” Li snapped. “You will come to me right now, or I will come to you. I heard about your. . . situation, and I need to get some information from you. Don’t forget that the only reason you are here is to help me get back these missing Bitcoins. My entire enterprise is resting on this one thing. There is nothing more important to me than this. Where are you now?”

      “Mr. Wei, all due respect, I’m not your employee. I’m an employee of the United States government. I’m not sure what you need from me, but I’m sure it can wait until later. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have something I need to take care of. . .”

      “Thomas,” Li said in a deep tone, “I don’t feel as if I’m being clear enough. You and your friend are going to come to BitX right now.”

      Thomas’ eyes shot into Freyja’s. “He knows about you,” he whispered. She scowled.

      “I can tell by your pause that you don’t want her identity revealed. I’ll be expecting you shortly.” He hung up on the other end.

      Thomas sighed. “He’s going to out you if we don’t go there now. Both of us.”

      She waved her arm in defiance. “Fuck him. I’m not going to be bullied by that piece of shit. Let’s see if he outs me when we have all the Bitcoin he tried to steal in the first place.”

      Thomas grinned and shrugged, hitting the gas. “Good point.”

      He gunned it down the same roads he’d taken before, this time though—there was no Niklas at the house, no Freyja bound in the basement, and no gun at his side.

      They were soon by the house, but Thomas parked where Freyja pointed him to—behind the house, and past some thick shrubbery and trees. Leaving the car, they both made their way through the foliage as it scratched at Thomas’ skin and shirt. Then it came into view, the small house where they both almost lost their lives. Inside, Freyja’s dried blood still stained the basement floor, bullet holes were still lodged in the upstairs floorboards, and maybe—just maybe—there was a USB drive that they desperately needed.
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      Wrapped in red police tape, the back door to the house was securely shut and locked. Thomas found no trace of anyone at the house, or around it.

      “What do you think?” he asked Freyja, her gaze shooting around the premises as well. He knew that entering the house would be completely illegal, but at least the monster was gone.

      Freyja brushed him aside with the back of her hand, driving a lockpick into the door’s keyhole.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked, with his eyes wide.

      “You didn’t think to bring one?” she asked with a grin. “What were you just going to break the door down with your foot? Do you know how hard that is?”

      He laughed. “I didn’t think about it. But yeah, I’d break the door down somehow if I needed.”

      She moved the thin metal points in the keyhole with her ear close to it. “Well, let's just get in and out quietly. I don’t want any more attention on me thank you very much.” The latch then popped, and Freyja’s thrilled, green eyes shot up at Thomas. “We’re in.”

      “Let’s make this quick,” he said, following her back into the house through the back door.

      A musty smell hit Thomas in the face like a thick fog. The interior of the house, for lack of a better term, was a disaster. It was unkempt before, but now, the police or someone else had torn the place apart. Dried, muddy boot prints stained almost every square foot of the floors, the mattress was torn and strewn about. The cellar door was left wide open, and Thomas only wanted to go down there again if absolutely necessary.

      “Do you think they found it?” Freyja asked, walking through the room, carefully avoiding the scattered trash on the ground.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Has the Bitcoin moved?”

      She pulled out her phone, and after a couple of clicks, said, “No. It hasn’t.”

      “Well, if they do have it,” Thomas said, “then they don’t know how to use it.”

      “Or there’s another puzzle on the drive,” she said, kicking a dirty, black shirt away with her foot.

      “Possible,” he said. “You know, if you were going to hide something like that, do you think it would be in a wall or something?”

      “Or down there,” she said, looking at the open basement door.

      Thomas walked over to the opened door into the darkness, where the light of the kerosene lamp had been turned off or burnt out. The air that rested down there was cool, yet dense, as if it had an aura of its own, a dark presence. How many other people had died, or almost died down there? He turned and went back, inspecting the upstairs walls. He was looking for something—anything—that may signal a secret compartment.

      While he ran his hands against the walls, trying to feel for any creases or recent drywall patches. He walked the perimeter of the room, while noticing that Freyja was walking down the creaky basement stairs. He tensed, and that shiver of adrenaline shot through him, but he had to remind himself that Niklas wasn’t down there anymore. He was surely in holding at a hospital, or in a jail cell somewhere. Thomas moved to the kitchen.

      He inspected the refrigerator first, opening it as the white-blue light popped on revealing the last remnants of almost empty condiment jars, two bags of bread with only the heals remaining, and some lunch meat was thrown into the corner of one of the drawers. Running his fingers down the door, checking for any signs, but he decided a refrigerator was probably a bad place to keep a USB drive.

      Closing the door, he thought about moving it away from the wall. That would be a good place to hide something, but looking down at his feet, he could tell by the scratches on the floor that it had very recently been moved. Thomas moved to the cabinets and started opening each of them. The pale, wooden cabinets were almost completely empty, except for coffee grounds and almost polished off whiskey bottles, with less than a finger in the three of them.

      He moved the silverware around, searching behind anything, and he even got on his knees to check the undersides of them—nothing. Pulling the drawers out and placing them on the countertop he looked deep into the cabinet wells—nothing. He sighed.

      Having investigated every drawer now, he turned his attention back to the main room, with the torn apart mattress. But then he paused, looking suspiciously back at the kitchen. There was one place that didn’t quite make sense in the construction of the cabinets. In between the corner and the oven was a panel, a panel that would seemingly have nothing behind it.

      Thomas went over and knelt, examining the panel. They were almost unnoticeable, but when he was this close, he could see the slightest of scratches on both sides of the panel, and the scratches went behind the panel. Thomas slid his fingernails into where the scratches were and pulled. It took a good amount of effort, but the panel popped free, falling to the floor before his knees. Thomas was now staring at a black leather briefcase with silver hinges.

      “Freyja!” he called down to the cellar, and he heard her footsteps shuffling back up the stairs, a strong creak with each step. She made her way back into the upstairs room just in time to see Thomas as he pulled the briefcase out from the hidden compartment and laid it gently down on the countertop.

      “Thomas. . .”  she said, with her mouth hanging open and her hands clasped together in front of her chest tightly. She walked over to his side as they both stared down at the finely crafted leather container. “Is this it?” He looked up her, with a wild thrill rushing through him. “Open it.”

      He looked at the top latches, and there were dials for a passcode to open it. There’s no way it's going to be the right passcode left on it. I’ll have to break it open somehow.

      But with a flick of his thumbs, both latches popped open, and Freyja gasped.

      “Niklas must have been lazy, or just very confident,” Thomas said. He slowly opened the briefcase as they both leaned it, eagerly and nervously.

      The soft, red satin interior was lined with dozens of pockets, and Thomas’ fingers quickly began to feel the exteriors of the pockets.

      “Best to not leave any fingerprints,” Freyja said, her hair tickling his neck.

      He found something that felt like it could be a drive and slid it out of the top of one of the top-right pockets up from the bottom. It was a rectangular, stainless-steel lighter with a drop of blood on its side. A dread shot into Thomas’ mind, and the revelation of what he’d found was clearly shown by the shock in Freyja’s eyes.

      “This is. . .”  he gasped. “This is his trophy collection, isn’t it? Niklas was. . . is. . . a serial killer.”

      Thomas’ gaze darted around the room, a new worry entering his head. Niklas would certainly kill us if he found us with our hands on his most-prized possession.

      “There,” Freyja said, pointing to a pocket in the lower-right. “What’s that one?”

      Thomas moved his hand down to the pocket and slid it up from the bottom. Excitement was not the right word for how Thomas felt in that instant. It was more like waiting for that one thing in your life you never could have, and then getting it. It was like the first time you told someone you loved them, and they said the same.

      Out of the soft, red satin emerged a rectangular, polished, stainless-steel USB drive.

      “It’s a ledger,” Freyja said with a tone of pure excitement. She snatched it quickly from the exposed top of it. She opened out the hinge that covered the micro USB female port on the side, and held it up, inspecting it. “It's a Ledger Nano S.”

      “A wallet, right?” he asked, as she twirled it end over end before her. “Could some of the Bitcoin be on there?”

      “It's possible,” she said. “But we can’t get into it without another seed phrase, or maybe the same one we’re trying to find. . .”

      A familiar sound pinged from behind the back door that was still left ajar. His eyes shot up at the door, just in time to see the barrel of a gun, now cocked and ready to fire. Freyja’s fingers clasped tightly around the drive and held it at her side. Thomas brushed her behind him as the man carrying in the gun entered the room.

      Neither of them spoke as their true fear was that Niklas had somehow broken free of custody, recovered, and slithered his way back to his nest. But a slight sense of relief came to him, as it wasn’t Niklas carrying the gun. . . but Soo-Jin Park. Thomas’ shoulders eased as he looked at the strong, stout man wearing square, dark-framed glasses. Soo-Jin looked at Thomas with an inquisitive eye, not saying anything, but he looked surprised. Then his eyes fell to the briefcase, with its top opened, but not revealing its contents to him. . . yet.

      “Soo-Jin,” Thomas said, with his hands at his sides with his palms facing out. Freyja tried to hide completely behind him. Soo-Jin continued to hold his gun out at Thomas.

      “So,” Soo-Jin said in his mild Korean accent, “you still don’t remember who the other one in the basement was, huh?”

      “Listen,” Thomas said, “I was trying to protect her. I need your help in this. . .”

      But before Thomas could reason his way out, Soo-Jin was making his way around the counter to them.

      “Put your hands behind your back,” he said forcefully, with the gun still aimed at Thomas’ chest. “Both of you. You’re both under arrest.”

      “Soo-Jin,” Thomas pleaded. “You can take me, but let the girl go. You don’t know the danger you’re putting her in if you do this.”

      “As far as I’m concerned,” Soo-Jin said in a cold tone, “you’re trying to steal the hacked Bitcoin. Now put your hands behind your backs and face the cabinets.”

      “Soo-Jin,” Thomas pleaded, “help me, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, but leave her out of this.”

      “Nice cast,” Soo-Jin said to Freyja. “Looks like he did a number on you before Thomas came to your rescue, and then you bashed Niklas over the head with that hammer.”

      Freyja sighed and put her hands behind her back.

      “We’re not trying to steal the Bitcoin,” Thomas said, “but we’re very close to getting it. We just need a little bit more time.”

      “We’re going to have plenty of time, where we’re going,” Soo-Jin said.

      Thomas was facing the cabinets now, and he heard Soo-Jin holster his gun, then two strong hands grabbed the back of Thomas’ wrists and pulled them tightly together at his back. A pair of handcuffs wrapped around them then. He then cuffed Freyja.

      Thomas looked over at Soo-Jin, staring at Freyja’s hands, he then dug his hand into hers, prying the USB drive from her hand, as she lowered her head, letting her hair cover her face.

      “Is that it?” he asked himself.

      He knows. He’s been looking for it too.

      “Embarrassing that my men missed this,” he said. “But I’ll be the first to say thank you. Now let's get going.”

      With a strong push in the back, he shoved Thomas toward the back door. Freyja followed as she began to cry. Soo-Jin tossed the USB drive into the suitcase, shut it forcefully, and carried it out with him as they left the house.

      Thomas continued to plead with him to let Freyja go, but Soo-Jin was now shut down to all his pleas. After all, Thomas knew he carried no favor with Soo-Jin now. He’d been busted in a flat-out lie. Why would Soo-Jin do anything to help him now? Maybe he should have told the truth, or maybe not. All he wanted to do was protect Freyja, and as Soo-Jin moved them into the back seat of his car, all Thomas could think was; that’s it. . .  I’ve sentenced Freyja to death because I messed up. They’re going to kill her, and it’s all my fault.
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      Bound in the back of Soo-Jin’s car, Freyja sobbed behind her long hair that fell like a veil over her face.

      “I’m sorry,” Thomas said, his hands trapped behind his back.

      “So why didn’t you just tell me the truth before?” Soo-Jin asked as he raced down the road back toward Seoul. “What were you trying to protect her from? Niklas is in custody. He’s not going anywhere. You’re both safe from him now.”

      “If I tell you the truth will you let us go?” Thomas asked. “We’re not the bad guys here. I’m just doing my job.”

      “Well, it’s not going to hurt your chances.” Soo-Jin glared back at Thomas through the rearview mirror.

      Thomas took a deep breath, and Freyja looked up at him through the broken, wavy lines in her faded black hair. “She’s wanted by powerful people. If it gets out that she’s here, they may come after her. That’s why I’m asking you not to do this, she’s in danger.”

      “OK,” Soo-Jin said. “I believe you. She’s in danger from what?” Thomas looked over at her, and her head sunk. “What did you do?” Soo-Jin asked her through the mirror.

      “I’m wanted online,” she said softly. “There’s a reward for my identity. I don’t do anything bad, but sometimes to do good, I have to break international law just a little bit. . .”

      “How much is the reward?” he asked without hesitation. That caught Thomas off guard.

      “Ten thousand Ethereum,” she said.

      “That’s not too bad,” Soo-Jin said, nodding his head. “That’s going to be a lot of money someday.”

      “So, will you let us go?” she asked, her voice soft and sad.

      “I’ll think about it,” he said. Then after a long pause, he asked, “How did you know where to find the ledger wallet?”

      She sighed. “Thomas found that the long address pointed to a geographical location—Bob June’s place.”

      Then Soo-Jin growled. “Really? That’s it? So that’s why you went to Niklas’ in the first place. You’re good, I’ll give you that. It's not exactly legal to track someone’s cell phone either. I’m guessing that’s how you found where he was staying.”

      “Actually,” she said, “he kidnapped me from the hotel room. It was the single most terrified I’ve ever been in my life. I thought I was going to die. Thomas came to save me.”

      “OK,” Soo-Jin said. “I believe this. This actually makes sense.”

      There were several minutes of silence then as the high skyscrapers of Seoul came into view.

      Is he really going to book me for the attempted theft of billions of dollars’ worth of currency? There’s no way the U.S. is going to believe this. . .  I hope. . .

      They passed over the bridge, entering back into the city. Thomas watched the faces of the thousands of pedestrians, most of them looking at cell phones, but he watched their smiles as they walked. He thought about the highs and lows of those peoples’ days. Some of them had sick family members, others desperately just wanted love. Some may have gotten that raise they’d asked about, while others may be lost without a job. How many of them neglected their daughters to addiction? Maybe even one of those lost a lover recently.

      There was an overwhelming urge to talk to his daughter Sarah, then and his grandson. The regret weighed heavily in his heart.

      He turned toward Freyja, “It's going to be OK. I’ll get you through this. I promise.”

      Eventually Thomas began to notice something seemed oddly familiar. They were extremely close to the BitX headquarters as Soo-Jin had taken them down the street where the protests had been. He didn’t ask him, but a peculiar feeling was going on through him.

      Sure enough, Soo-Jin pulled the car into the underground garage beneath the skyscraper.

      “BitX huh?” Thomas asked, leaning back in his seat.

      “Yes, there’s something we need to discuss with Li up there first.”

      Why is he taking us to Li, does he work for him? They have the drive now, and if they have half a brain they can get the Bitcoin back in minutes. Why do they want us?

      Soo-Jin pulled into an oddly empty garage basement.

      “All right,” he said after getting out of the car, closing his door, and opening Freyja’s door. “Let’s go.”

      Freyja got out slowly, and Soo-Jin was nice enough to cover her head so she didn’t bump it. “First though,” he dug his hand into Freyja’s pocket, retrieving her cell phone. He took it and turned it off, and then placed it in the car. As Thomas did the same after scooting to that side on the leather seats, Soo-Jin took both his, shut them off, and threw them on the passenger seat next to hers.

      “Is it normal police practice to shut off someone’s cell phone?” Freyja asked, as she glowered at him.

      He grabbed her harshly by the arm, pulling her toward the elevator doors.

      “She asked you a question,” Thomas said.

      “Shut up. Just walk. We’re just going to have a little chat,” Soo-Jin said, and what choice did they have? Soo-Jin had them cuffed, and he was the one with the gun now. He had a license to kill if need be. They followed him into the elevator, and as he pressed the button to take them to the lobby, Thomas had a sinking suspicion that he didn’t want to talk to Li.
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      Entering the glamorous lobby of BitX, with its sharp-cut stainless-steel sculptures highlighted brilliantly from behind with glowing blue and white LED lights. The glass walls of the building let the fading light of the day in with a warm, soft orange glow. And there was no one in the normally bustling building; no receptionist, no security, no protesters—no one.

      Thomas didn’t have to ask some sarcastic remark about why such a huge building would be closed on a weekday, so he didn’t, but there was something oh-so-not-right about this. Soo-Jin led them to the elevator that would take them to the top of the building, and to the scene of the hack of all those Bitcoin.

      Freyja hesitated, halting in her tracks. “I don’t want to go,” she said to Thomas, but it was loud enough for Soo-Jin to hear. Her facial expression was that of a wise child, and that same intense survivalist that had saved both of them back in Niklas’ basement. Her eyes had grown dark, and she stared with a menacing look up at Soo-Jin, whose eyes stared angrily into hers below furrowed brows.

      “Get the fuck in the elevator,” he said, his hand finding his gun strapped to his hip.

      “You already have the drive, why are you taking us up there?” she demanded. “I demand to know.”

      Soo-Jin pulled the gun from its holster and pointed it squarely at her head.

      She shook her head back and forth. “Nope. Doesn’t work on me.”

      “Soo-Jin,” Thomas said, his voice echoing throughout the lobby. “Don’t.”

      Soo-Jin frowned menacingly. He then moved the gun in the direction of Thomas, and he frowned at Freyja. “So?” he asked. “We going?”

      “You wouldn’t,” she asked. “That’s murder.”

      “Yeah, I’m not going to shoot Thomas,” he said. “I kind of like him, and he’s a U.S. Agent. But who the fuck are you?” He pointed the gun back at Freyja. “We don’t even know who you are, yet. . .  Thomas, you want to do the honors, please?”

      Thomas let out a deep sigh, lowering his head, and took slow steps into the elevator. Freyja, with her eyes frantically scanning the area to look for a way out of the situation, didn’t seem to know what to do, so she followed Thomas, standing next to him, she wrapped her hand around his.

      “I’m scared, Thomas,” she whispered as Soo-Jin entered behind them, standing in front of them with the gun pointed at her.

      “Don’t be,” Thomas said. “Like I said, I’m going to get you through this. We just need to stay together.”

      Soo-Jin pressed the top floor button, and with a soft ding, the elevator erupted to life, lifting them up with a jostling motion.

      All the while, Thomas was thinking—Ron, where are you now?

      It was an uneasy silence in the elevator all the way. Freyja’s good hand gripped Thomas’ with a tight clench, and Thomas’ palms were sweating. There was nervous anticipation that grew thick in the air in the tiny elevator. And as the elevator dinged as it rose to the top of the building, the doors opened slowly, revealing a dark interior devoid of life, and starved of lights. Thomas wasn’t surprised to find no receptionist up here, but there was no one. Li was somewhere up here waiting to have a conversation.

      With a nudge of the black, steel gun, Soo-Jin ushered them out, and Thomas led the way. He considered trying to overpower the man who was a full six inches shorter than him, but with Thomas’ hands bound, what? Was he going to head butt him to death? Soo-Jin was a trained police officer. So Thomas walked, and Freyja followed. They walked side by side with Soo-Jin toward the CEO’s office.

      Once they reached the point where the side wall of his office turned to transparent glass, Li flew up from his side with a furrowed brow. Thomas and Freyja walked into the office, that had the door wide open. His gaze was on them quick, but it quickly moved then to Soo-Jin.

      “What is this?” Li asked, with his knuckles on the desk in between them. “You arrested them? Why are they cuffed?”

      “They found the seed phrase, or at least the final piece to the puzzle,” Soo-Jin said in a calm tone, lowering the firearm to his side.

      Li’s eyes shot to Thomas. “You have it? What is it? We must move the crypto immediately!”

      “I don’t have it. . . yet,” Thomas said. “But I’ll have to say I’m worried about giving it back to you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Li said, standing up with his arms folded. “It was stolen from me. I want it back. My investors are about to be out for my blood.”

      “We know you stole it,” Freyja said with the corners of her mouth turned down, slightly hidden behind her wild hair.

      Li gasped audibly. “You believe that I stole from my own company? The one I built from day one? Do you have any idea how much bad publicity I’ve received from this? I could go out of business!”

      “Well, you’re about to go to jail when they find out,” Freyja said, now standing up tall.

      Li laughed and looked over at Soo-Jin, and then back to her. “I’m not the one with handcuffs on, am I? Tell me what you found. There are too many eyes after that seed phrase. You’re going to give it to me, and now!”

      “No,” Thomas said. “Anyway, Soo-Jin took the USB drive. We didn’t have time to analyze it.”

      “Soo-Jin,” Li asked, leaning forward, with his palms flat against the desk. “Is this true? The USB seed word has something to do with a physical drive?”

      He didn’t know?

      “It appears so,” Soo-Jin replied, with his shoulders squared. “The unknown word alluded to a physical location—Joon’s place of residence.”

      Li’s mouth fell open, as his hands flew up to his forehead, and he planted himself in his seat; he laughed—loud and almost maniacally. “You sly bastard Joon. I love you.”

      “Where is the drive?” Li asked with a wide grin.

      “In the car,” Soon-Jin said calmly.

      “Well. . . bring it up,” he said, as a boss would say to his employee, with a good amount of authority in his voice.

      Soo-Jin only stared at him then, with a cold gaze.

      “And why did you tell me to close the building today? You know how much of a pain in the ass that was? And how much it cost me to lose a day of productivity?”

      Thomas and Freyja looked at each other with apparently the same idea. . . Soo-Jin closed BitX today, not Li Wei?

      “Actually, Li,” Soo-Jin said, “I forgot I have the drive here in my pocket.” He dug his hand into his pocket and holstered his gun. He walked toward Li with his head down, rummaging in his pocket.

      In an explosion of enlightenment, Thomas yelled out, “Li, watch out!”

      Li’s eyes darted to him with a curiosity that startled him, but that was when Soo-Jin’s hand lifted from his pocket, empty, until it found the hair at the back of Li’s head. With overwhelming power, he sent Li’s head driving into the desk with a thud that sounded like a mallet hitting a two by four. Li let out a screeching yell as he fell to the backside of the desk in pain, his hands growing bloody as they clutched his broken nose. He screamed aloud in Korean, as he lay on his back, blood trickling onto the fine carpet. Behind him, the sun had set, and Thomas now worried what was to come next.

      Soo-Jin produced another pair of cuffs from the backside of his belt, under his jacket. He kicked Li to his side, and then knelt to fasten the cuffs. The gun found its way back into Soo-Jin’s mitt after he stood up.

      “You fucking stole it,” Freyja said, while walking heavily toward him, but Thomas leaped in front of her, trying to hold her back in his handcuffed state. “Or you’re trying to steal it! Either way, you're a piece of shit. That Bitcoin doesn’t belong to you! It belongs to the people who bought and held it. You’re a fucking asshole!” She spat in his direction, and the saliva landed on his pant leg.

      He raised the gun at her over Thomas’ shoulder. “Not very lady-like. . .  Maybe a bullet in the head will fix that. . .”

      Li leaned up, “Soo-Jin, you. . . you robbed me? Why? You work for the Korean government. . .”

      Again, Thomas and Freyja looked at each other with the same disgusting thought in their heads—the government?

      “I didn’t take it or try to take it. . .”  Soo-Jin said. “Someone way over my head did, or tried to. . . until Joon didn’t play along. . .”

      “You conspired with Joon to take the Bitcoin?” Thomas asked, leaning toward the stalky cop. “Why? How would you even convince him to do that? He refused to give Niklas the seed phrase to his death. He wouldn’t want the Bitcoin for himself. . .”  And then it dawned on him. . .  Joon didn’t agree to take the Bitcoin from Soo-Jin. . . he most likely knew it was going to get stolen anyway, so he interfered. . . hid it. . . and if Soo-Jin was about to say this. . . that would be a very. . . very bad sign for their own safety. Just like in the movies. . . no real person would admit their own crimes, unless there were going to be no witnesses at the end.

      “Joon agreed to help us get it,” Soo-Jin said, “but he took it instead. . .”

      Thomas backed up away from the man with the gun, Freyja moving back with him. . .

      “Thomas?” Freyja asked, with heavy worry in her voice.

      “You traitor! You traitor!” Li continued to yell from behind the desk.

      “Why don’t you two take a couple of seats right here?” Soo-Jin said to them, motioning with the gun for them to sit in the corner of the room with two chairs fixed around a small table, next to a solid-steel support beam with a long, empty slit running up the side of it.

      “No,” Thomas said firmly.

      “You want a fucking broken nose too?” Soo-Jin yelled in a voice that seemed to shake the room? “How about your fucking girlfriend?”

      “What do we do?” Thomas whispered, looking back to Freyja over his shoulder.

      “We do what he says,” she replied. “What else can we do?”

      “You lunatic!” Li yelled. “You should be shot for this!”

      Soo-Jin pointed the gun at him then. Li put his blood-covered hands up quickly, shaking his head.

      “Now, sit,” Soo-Jin said, motioning for them to walk behind him to sit in the corner of the room. They slowly followed. “You too,” he pointed at Li, who got up quickly and went over to take a seat in one of the three seats.

      Thomas looked to Freyja who moved over there quicker than him and sat. Thomas then went over and did the same.

      OK. . . here’s my one chance. . .

      Soo-Jin walked over to the backside of the three, and holstering his weapon, he took the handcuff key and slipped it into the keyhole on the right-hand cuff of Thomas first.

      Here we go. . .

      Once he heard the snap of the handcuff lever being released, he pulled his arm out with all his might, which Soo-Jin grabbed, but Thomas had been too quick. His arm flew through the strong, cop’s grip and he stood, spinning toward the man. His hand went immediately for the gun.

      “Get him, Thomas! Get him!” she yelled with a wicked ferocity at them.

      Thomas’ hand found the gun, which Soo-Jin covered quickly, holding it firmly in place, and with his other hand, he grabbed the open handcuff chain, holding Thomas’ other hand still.

      Thomas seemed to only have one option. He thrust his head into Soo-Jin’s nose, which caught the seasoned cop by surprise. He ducked enough to not have his nose broken, but forehead hit forehead, and Thomas staggered back in a wobbly state. Soo-Jin just looked down at him in amazement.

      He hit the floor, barely keeping his wits about him, and moved his hands behind him to break his fall.

      “No!” Freyja yelled, trying to rise from the chair, but Soo-Jin quickly grabbed her bindings and while holding both her wrists tight, unlocked one of the cuffs, slipped it through the slit in the steel beam and cuffed her other hand again while she writhed and yelled out.

      He then went over to Thomas, who lay in a daze on the ground. “You’re a brave S.O.B.” Soo-Jin said as he picked Thomas up and threw him on the chair. He then cuffed him through the slit. Li didn’t appear to be brave enough to try to fight Soo-Jin before he was cuffed as well. The whole time this was happening Freyja kicked, spit, and threw a long list of slanderous words at him—‘cold-cum coward pig fucker’ was probably the best. . .

      Then, after they were all cuffed to the support beam that also served as decoration, Soo-Jin left the office. He disappeared for less than a minute while Thomas and Freyja exchanged worried glances.

      How did we get into this mess? Two killers? What are the chances? But when this much money is involved, people have been killed for less. . .

      The feeling of pure dread filled Thomas then, and Li gasped as Soo-Jin entered back into the room. Over his shoulder was a black duffel bag, and none of them wanted to know what was in it. He laid it on Li’s desk with a heavy, metal thud, although he laid it on the table gently—very gently.

      “What is that?” Li asked, his face pace, with blood still streaming down his nose onto his blue shirt.

      Soo-Jin had a very serious expression on his face as he unzipped the thick, canvas sack. His eyes were focused, he had his tongue at the corner of his mouth, and as he removed what Thomas instantly knew was bad from the duffel bag, Freyja gasped.

      Soo-Jin had just pulled out a bomb from the bag. It had eight black cylinders that looked somewhat like dynamite, wrapped tightly together, strapped together with black straps. On its side, facing up was a circuit board with flashing red digits. It was a timer. . .

      “You don’t have to do this,” Thomas said to him, nearly yelling as Freyja continued with her loud expletives. Li was weeping softly in his chair.

      The stalky man in the thick-framed glasses turned a knob on the side of it, setting the timer to twenty minutes, and after hitting a red button on the right, simply turned to them and said, “No loose ends,” before walking out the door, shutting it behind him, and walking back toward the elevator, all while Freyja grew red in the face from cursing at the corrupt cop.

      Oh no, is this how I die? Just to cover up a theft like this? Poor Freyja, she’s so young. And Sarah. . . and Adon, my only grandson. . .
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      “Please no, please no,” Li sobbed in English, blood still dripping from his face onto his legs.

      Thomas had resigned himself to scanning the area around him for something. . . anything to help him break free. But what would he need? A pair of steel sheers to break the cuff links? Where would he find one of those?

      Meanwhile, he was so busy trying to figure out a way to break free from his captivity, that he hardly noticed that Freyja had stopped screaming. She stared at the bomb that was counting down with every second, her face was cool and collected—almost distant, like her mind was in another place. Thomas went back to looking around for something to help him break free.

      Li continued to sob with his head slunk, muttering about everything he’s gained, and everything he’s going to lose. Ugh, people like this. . . they never realize they can’t take it with them, until the end comes. . .

      But Thomas noticed something else, not a pair of sheers, but a light clicking sound coming from his left. He looked back to Freyja; whose cool stare had turned to one of slight frustration.

      “Come on,” she said, looking up at the ceiling then. Thomas’ eyes shot to her hands behind her. The lockpick. You clever genius!

      “Freyja,” he said, “are you getting it?”

      “I’m trying,” she said. “It's hard with only one hand.”

      “Well,” Thomas said, looking back at the bomb, “I hate to remind you, but time is ticking away. . .”

      She gave him an exhaustive glare and groan. “You think I don’t know that?”

      The bomb dropped to below the fifteen-minute mark and continued trickling down second by second.

      “All that wealth,” Li said, “all my dreams are going to go away. . .”

      Freyja turned to him quickly, and with fiery eyes said, “Will you shut the fuck up for one minute?”

      He looked up at her with a surprised look, his face covered in blood.

      “Thank you,” she said sarcastically. Her eyebrows furrowed as she struggled with the cuffs behind her.

      Come on, Freyja, you can do it. . .

      Then he heard it, the click and release of a handcuff. He then saw her arm with the cast on it come over to her lap, and she stood up quickly.

      She knelt before Thomas. “I’ll get your cuffs off next,” she said, scanning his eyes for an answer. “Or is there a way to diffuse the bomb?”

      “You should go,” Thomas said. “Run. That bomb is going to take out the entire top of this building. Get as far away as you can. You can survive. There’s not time for all three of us to get out of here alive.”

      “Well, I’m getting you out of here,” Freyja said, going and kneeling behind Thomas, driving the lockpick into one of his cuffs.

      “I have no idea how to diffuse a bomb,” Thomas said. “You’ve got to get out of here, save yourself! Freyja, listen to me please.”

      “Shut up for one second, and let me concentrate,” she said, trying to get his cuffs off.

      Twelve minutes left.

      “Son of a jiz-flavored waffle ass,” she said from behind Thomas.

      “Where do you come off with. . .”  he began, but then heard the click, and felt his hands release. He pulled them in front of him, standing up quickly, wrapping his arms around Freyja.

      “We don’t have time for Li, and to make it out of here,” she said. “We have to go.”

      Li looked up at both of them with wide eyes. “No! You can’t leave me here. You can’t leave me!”

      “Ugh,” Thomas sighed. He knew she was right, but he couldn’t leave a man to die. And for all purposes Li was innocent, except for being a royal idiot.

      What do I do? Think Thomas. . .  What do I do?

      Then a thought occurred to him, and he looked around the room again. He had a slight spark of inspiration, as he pictured himself sitting back at his desk at home in Kansas City. Sitting there, with the warm light flowing in from the window onto the long, wooden desk. The smell of freshly baked bread and sweet Vietnamese food creeping in through the open window. He could smell the coffee being brewed from the coffee shop right down the street, and he could see the parts of the rocket laid out before him on the desk.

      His eyes shot over to the other side of the room, and to the immaculately clean glass table with the spidery-metal object placed upon it with the twelve mini-helicopter blades spun in a circle around the top of it. It’s eight legs were perched beneath it, with a god-knows how expensive of a camera fixed underneath it like the thorax of a spider.

      Freyja saw him gaze at it and walked over to it quickly.

      “That thing have power?” Thomas asked Li, who seemed to have trouble focusing on it through the blood in his eyes. “What, the drone? I don’t know, I’ve never flown it. It's just a model.”

      “Well,” Freyja said, “we’re about to find out.”

      Thomas went over to it, standing next to Freyja.

      Six minutes left.

      He saw the remote was placed neatly next to, it reminded him of the old remote-controlled cars from when Sarah was young, but much, much sleeker. He grabbed it and powered it on—blue lights switched on. “Power here,” he said.

      Freyja found the power button on the underside of the drone, nothing happened. Thomas’ heart sank.

      “Oh no,” Freyja said, with her hand over her mouth.

      “What?” Li asked on the other side of the room.

      Then, the slow glow of a small red dot illuminated on the backside of the drone. A single dot of light, then the drone began to buzz, and the red glow flowed out through the joints and separated cracks of metal.

      “Yes!” He pressed two buttons on the controller and the twelve blades started spinning quickly.

      “Yes!” Freyja yelled.

      Four minutes left.

      “Tape,” Thomas yelled past the buzzing sound filling the air and the winds coming off the massive drone that was easily three feet in circumference. “Li, where’s the tape?”

      “Top left drawer,” Li yelled. “Back of it.”

      “Freyja, get the window!” Thomas said, leaping over the desk, opening the drawer and pulling out a roll of black duct tape. Perfect!

      Freyja ran over and opened the window, a large four-foot section that slid up into the ceiling with the flick of a switch.

      Three minutes. . .

      He grabbed the bomb, delicately, but he knew they were running out of time. Freyja ran over to join him. Beads of sweat were running down his forehead, and he could feel them resting in his eyebrows. He could taste the salt forming at the corners of his lips, and his armpits were soaked.

      Holding the black-cylindered bomb beneath the camera, he wrapped it wildly and sloppily. But once the tape was there, it seemed enough to hold it up. He did a couple of more wraps tighter just to be sure.

      That’s got to be good enough.

      He grabbed the remote and slowly pulled one of the switches up, and he watched as the drone lifted off the table with a loud buzz. It hung evenly in the air.

      Wow. This is nice technology.

      “Hurry!” Freyja motioned for the window.

      Less than two minutes left.

      With the other dial, he propelled the drone forward, then turned it to face the window, which he’d turned a little too far, so he had to turn it back to the left to get it to square off against the window. Then he eased it forward, and it buzzed forward.

      One minute left. . .

      “Hurry!” Freyja yelled out.

      “Come on,” Thomas said, sweat now dropping over his eyebrows.

      The drone heaved itself forward, and as it got to the window its right propeller knocked against the windowsill, causing it to wobble. Freyja was holding her breath now.

      As it wobbled in the air, Thomas gritted his teeth. “Fuck it,” he said, pressing the drone forward switch all the way forward. The drone’s buzzing doubled, and it tried to burst through the window, and it did so, but flew off to the right, moving quickly. Thomas shifted the switch to the left and its trajectory corrected.

      Thomas was aiming it up as high and far away as it could go, in between the middle of the three buildings.

      “Yes, yes,” Freyja said, with her hands in front of her, and her fist clenched.

      Thomas poured sweat now, and his fingers felt slippery on the controls.

      In a burst of light, the bomb exploded. It was a blinding, white flash that drove Thomas to drop the controller and cover his eyes. Then the ripples of the explosion shot into the building like being hit in the stomach, having the wind knocked out of you, but all over your body. A hot wave shattered the glass, and Thomas ducked just in time to find the safety of the desk to protect him. His ears were humming almost instantly, and for a moment, he felt like he had somehow stumbled into a war zone.

      The impact died down after the thunderous explosion, and Thomas’ mind went first to Freyja. He stood quickly, scanning the area, but didn’t see her immediately. He thought he called out her name, but he couldn’t really tell because his ears were buzzing so badly. He tried to call out her name again, but then saw a hand in a cast wave from the corner of the room, as she’d apparently made her way to the corner, where no window was.

      He ran to her, and as he did, she sat up with her back to the wall. Her face was drained and pale, but she held a wide smile on her face, breathing heavily. She had no marks on her skin, and she looked as innocent and eager as the time he first met her. He tried asking if she was OK, and he finally started to hear his own words again.

      She nodded, motioning for him to help her stand up.

      “No.” Freyja shook her head. He could tell no from the way she was moving her lips. She said something else that came out like a muted sentence he couldn’t make out. He thought he heard her say the word ‘computer,’ but either way she was adamant about her getting up. Then she stood up, and she ran out of the room, Thomas looked over to check on Li, who was still a bloody mess, and dazed, but looked up at them well enough that he thought Li could wait. Freyja was running as fast as she could, with a slight limp.

      She jumped behind the receptionist’s desk, and the fingers on her one exposed hand began to fly.

      “What are you doing?” Thomas asked, now able to hear his own words.

      She didn’t respond, only stared into the screen as the light reflected off her moist skin. Her one hand bounced around the computer quickly and using the mouse a handful of times.

      “Freyja, what—?”

      “Thomas, stop,” she said. “I’m moving the Bitcoin. I need to focus.”

      What? How?
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      “Wait, what did you just say?” Thomas asked, leaning over her shoulder to watch her enter the seed phrase over and over.

      She stopped typing and let out a deep sigh and glared heavily at him. “Thomas, shut up. I’m going to punch you in the nose if you don’t stop distracting me.” Her gaze went back to the screen and typing in the words with one hand. “Do something useful and go call your cop buddy or something.”

      He smiled. “You’re amazing.”

      Thomas ran over to the desk next to the receptionist’s and picked up the phone. He quickly realized he didn’t know Ron’s number. He then realized he didn’t know anyone’s number without his cell. But then he remembered that Ron had given him a card when they’d first met. He pulled out his billfold and grabbed the white card with simple black letters.

      He called the number.

      Ron picked up after several rings. “This is Ronald Jones. Who is this?”

      “Ron!” Thomas said, “We’re at BitX, you’ve got to get over here.”

      “What the hell are you doing at BitX?” Ron asked. “I’m on my way over there right now. You stay right there!”

      “I will,” Thomas said, but then asked a dumb question he knew the answer to before he was done asking. “Why are you coming here?”

      “The whole city saw that explosion in the sky,” Ron said. “Why is it Seoul seems peaceful whenever you’re not around. And now I’m definitely not surprised to hear from you after that blast. You stay right there.” But then Ron let out a laugh. “You are one helluva son of a bitch, Thomas. I like you. You went from a gun to a bomb. I’m glad to hear you’re alive.”

      Thomas felt a tug on his sleeve then. He looked over to see a very content Norwegian woman leaning back in her chair with her hands behind her head. A wide smile crossed her face, and she gave a blatant wink to him.

      “Ron, I’ve got to go,” Thomas said, hanging up the phone immediately.

      “Is someone going to get me out of these cuffs?” Li called from the other room. “Hello?”

      Thomas grinned in amazement at the young woman. “What. . . how? How did you know how to do that without the drive?”

      “Can you guess?” she said smirking still.

      “Well, the only thing I can think of is that you had the forethought to bring a second drive and switch them out when he wasn’t looking? Was that it?”

      She shook her head. “The information wasn’t in the drive that we needed. . .”

      It took Thomas a minute to think about that. . .  If it wasn’t in it, it must have been. . .

      “The word was on the drive?”

      She nodded and grinned, white teeth showing.

      “Joon,” Thomas said nodding. “He kept the crypto safe until we could get it. Freyja, how’d you find the word?”

      “I lifted the metal hinge that covered the micro USB port, and very tinily laser engraved there was the word ‘Love.’”

      “Love was the missing word, then.” He stroked his chin.

      “So—” she said, “Love, Uncertainty, Freedom, Choice, Melancholy, Algorithm, Instinct, Thought, Mercy, Wisdom, Pain, Love again.”

      She put a hand with the palm faced outward, ready for a high-five, which he eagerly gave her.

      “So where is the Bitcoin?” he asked.

      “On one wallet, one I created,” she said. “It's safe. There’s no way they can get to it now.”

      “What will we tell Ron when he gets here?” he asked.

      “We’ll tell him whatever we want,” she said, pointing to the computer screen. “I made myself hidden as soon as I got on this computer. No one has any idea who got control of the hacked funds. Well. . .  I should clarify. . .  I did just tweet that CryptoCunt got the funds and is holding it safe until it’s properly restored. I think my brand just got a big boost. . .”

      “I can honestly say I’ve never met anyone like you before,” he said, “I’m glad we were able to do this together.”

      “That drone thing was quick thinking,” she said.

      “Hello?” Li yelled from the other room.

      “Oh, will you shut it?” Freyja yelled back. “The cops are on their way.”

      Then they heard the sirens down below. Not a few, there were a lot of sirens. . .

      “What are we going to do about you?” Thomas asked. “There’s no way to keep you hidden now, especially if Soo-Jin gets arrested, which I doubt he will.”

      “Maybe this is a good time for my hacker alias to retire,” she said. “I could easily make a fake death for her online. Make some fake story about who she really was and show pictures of some sorry other girl. . .  I don’t know. It sounds kind of fun if you ask me. We’ll just tell them that I’m a coder that you hired to help you with the investigation, and Niklas kidnapped me because he wanted me to help him crack the code. That’s not that far from the truth, and I’m just in South Korea because I love Asian food. That’s also not far from the truth. I’ll just put up a post-dated ad for crypto blah blah service that you found of mine online.”

      “Why would I hire someone off the internet for an international criminal investigation?” he asked, with his hands out. The sirens were getting more in number, and louder now.

      “Because I’m good, and you needed an outside opinion, or say you were completely dumbfounded by crypto, so you went to a specialist. . .  I don’t know—make something up. There are literally no traces of my alias back to me. There have been plenty of false accusations, and they are mostly men, or just the hacker group Anonymous.”

      From the stairwell, the door burst open, and Thomas walked out into the hallway with his hands up. He saw Ron’s face with four men behind him, he had a bulletproof vest on over his suit.

      “Out of the way Thomas,” Ron said as Thomas put his back against the hallway wall. “Who else is here?”

      “There’s Li Wei over there cuffed to a beam in his office pretty badly beaten up, and my friend Freyja over here.” Ron looked over at her, and she gave a polite wave. “Why’s she in a cast?”

      “Bad kitchen accident,” Thomas said, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Really Thomas? Really?” he sighed. “You look like shit, man. When was the last time you slept?”

      I don’t know.

      The men moved in and found Li bound to the beam, and the office looked like a bomb had erupted in that room; shattered glass was everywhere. Thomas’ ears still slightly rung. Ron holstered his gun while the other men in full S.W.A.T. gear roamed the remaining rooms.

      “What really happened here?” Ron asked, with his hands on his hips. His eyes were a dark brown like Tiger’s Eye stone. “No more mysteries, no more bullshit. Give me the truth. You owe me that much.”

      “I do, I really do,” Thomas said scratching his head, “but you’re really not going to like it. . .”

      “Go on,” he said, “lay it on me.”

      Thomas took a deep breath, wiping the drying sweat from his forehead and brushing his hair to some form of decent look. “Look, Li and Freyja here can attest to this, but I don’t think it's going to get far here, but I’ll tell you and you can do whatever you want with it. . .  Someone bound us all here, and they were going to blow up the floor to make it look like a terrorist attack, or a protester attack. But they were really trying to cover up that he stole from us the last puzzle to the mystery. He wanted it for himself. And then he wanted to get rid of the evidence. He wanted to get rid of some of the only people who had figured out how to get the stolen Bitcoin back. . . us. . .”

      Ron’s eyes widened. “Did you?”

      “No,” Freyja intervened, pointing to the computer. “I wanted to, to send it to whoever you and Thomas wanted to. The SEC, the FBI, whoever, but someone moved it seconds before I tried. We were too late.”

      “Who?” Ron asked.

      Li walked out of his office rubbing his wrists, with a towel over his shoulder ready to wash the blood from his face and nose. “Special Agent Soo-Jin Park. The government sent him to recover the money that they tried to steal, but Joon Chang-Min moved it to keep it out of their hands.”

      “Is this true?” Ron asked Thomas, who nodded. “You’ve got to be kidding me. So, we have three witnesses to this? And he tried to kill you with a bomb? That was no ordinary idiot-built bomb, that was huge. How’d you get it out of here? If you tell me you threw it, I’m going to slap you.” He was looking at Thomas.

      “Li’s drone here in his office carried it out, saved our lives, but left a hell of a ringing in my ears.”

      “How’d you get out of the cuffs?” Ron asked. Thomas pointed with his head to Freyja.

      “I’m a coder/hacker/specialist/cyber-security expert,” she said. “I’m paranoid, I always carry around a set of lockpicks.”

      “How in the hell do you find these people?” Ron asked Thomas. “Is this just an SEC Secret Agent thing? Well, however you did it, you’re either one lucky son of a gun, or really good at what you do. Shit man, you’re like James Bond over here! Hey, anyways you’ve had a hell of a day, almost dying twice by some, honestly awful situations. And you’ve caused me a shit ton of paperwork. . .  How in the hell am I gonna put Soo-Jin’s name in this? He really did this to you?”

      “He said it was for one of his higher-ups,” Thomas said. “And I’m supposed to be on a plane tomorrow morning back to the states.”

      “Well, we’re going to talk about that, I’m going to call Wyatt in a few minutes. You probably should too.”

      “I don’t know his number,” Thomas said with his hands out, “and Soo-Jin stole our cell phones. They were in his car, but he probably destroyed them when he realized that BitX didn’t explode, and neither did we.”

      The police got full affidavits from each of them, knowing full-well that Li or Thomas would neither risk their careers by lying, and obviously someone professional had to place a bomb like that in there—and it wasn’t Niklas who was still in a coma. Freyja revealed herself, but only as being hired by Thomas, and together they cracked the code—but not in time. Thomas obviously lied about that.

      And then they were told they were free to go.

      Once they were down outside of the BitX headquarters surrounded by a flurry of flashing lights from firetrucks, ambulances, cop cars, and the flashing lights of the media filming, Thomas asked Freyja, “You going to be all right?” His voice was calm and sweet.

      “Yeah, I think so,” she said, her hair was rustling in the cool, summer night breeze. “How ’bout you?”

      He nodded, with his hands in his pockets. “I think so, that certainly was a day I’ll never forget.”

      “Thank you, Thomas,” she said as she put her hand on his shoulder, as he grew instantly tense. Her head rose up to his, and moving to his side, she gave him a gentle, soft kiss on the cheek. It was a feeling he’d not had in a long, long time. It felt good—like that going back to the house you grew up in as an adult feeling. It had him brimming with happiness. It was like going back to that place that you vaguely remembered but remembered the good times of being young with your parents and siblings. She reminded him so much of his times with his daughter when they were both younger—and he wasn’t so full of regret. He blushed and smiled. “I’ll never forget you. Thank you for all you did and thank you for trusting me. Not many do. We’ll be in touch for sure.”

      “OK, for sure, you’d better! Take care of yourself, Freyja,” he said as the tall, intelligent Scandinavian vigilante walked off toward the square. He watched her walk off like some sort of mystical heroine at the end of a femme fatale film—someone who destroyed with a sort of beauty and power that became legendary. The flashing lights of the sirens and the wafting mist of the moist street flowing up like smoke.

      Then he thought to himself, I wonder if that makes me kind of like a Harrison Ford now. . .  He laughed out loud, a deep and hearty laugh. “No, no, that’s just stupid,” he said aloud, but continued his laugh.

      He then looked around, crossing his arms over his chest, thinking that they’d gotten the money. . . they’d gotten the Bitcoin, they did it, they’d promised they were going to get it back to the rightful owners; no weird deals, no fiat equivalent at the time, no sketchiness, just peer-to-peer transaction. He smiled.

      Ron then walked out of the main lobby, with a cell phone at his side. Thomas was puzzled but walked up to meet him. Ron held out the phone. “I called Wyatt earlier,” he said.

      “Oh, it’s Wyatt, I should probably talk to him.” Thomas put his hand out to grab the phone.

      “No, I told him what happened, about you almost dying, and now this happening,” Ron said, “this is someone else on the phone.”

      Thomas was confused but grabbed the phone anyway.

      “This is Thomas,” he said, waiting for an answer, and he heard soft breathing on the other end.

      “Hi dad,” a familiar voice said.

      Tears immediately rushed into his eyes, but he dug deep to find the strength to find the words beyond his years of pain. It’s her, it's finally her. Wyatt called her for me. . .  More tears fell, as his lips quivered, and he felt an overwhelming love he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. . .  He took a deep breath. . .

      “Hi, baby girl,” he said with a wide smile. “It’s been a long time. . .”

      “I love you, Dad,” she cried on the other end. “I heard what happened. I’m glad you’re OK.”

      Thomas nearly collapsed, with wobbly knees, and he wept.

      “I’m so glad you called; I’ve missed you so much. I’ve got so much to tell you. But I want to hear more about you, and about Adon. How is he?”

      “He’s good, he’s in the other room, I’ll get him.” Thomas waited a minute, trying to breathe through the tears. “OK here he is. . .  Adon, here’s your grandpa, he’s had a long day. You want to say hi?”

      Thomas’ heart was about to explode through his chest, he felt like this was all a magnificent dream, or some representation of reality he’d longed for years now, come to life. And then he gasped and covered his mouth when he heard the voice on the other end. It was a faint voice, and something he’d never forget for the rest of his years, the child’s voice on the other end said, “Hi grandpa.”

      Thomas fell to his knees weeping, clutching the phone to his face. He couldn’t even speak.

      He heard Sarah’s muffled voice in the background. “Go ahead, tell him you love him, it's OK.”

      Adon, in his soft voice, said, “I love you.”

      Thomas was broken at that moment, after the longest day of his life, and possibly the greatest achievement of his career. Now he had this. He wasn’t broken, no, he was being put back together—stronger than ever. He looked up to the night, summer clouds as they blew by, and took one long, deep inhale, and then a long drawn out exhale.

      “I love you too, Adon. I love you so much and I can’t wait to meet you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      In the morning, Thomas was getting ready for his flight with a fresh shave and a steaming cup of coffee on the stand by the sink, listening to the song ‘Rock the Casbah’ by the Clash, a sort of surf-punk song that had him swaying from side to side as he sang along with the song.

      The music was playing by a new cell phone that had been delivered to him from Wyatt. Just as the song was ending, it buzzed, and he knew it was Wyatt or Ron. He looked at the phone, however, and the phone didn’t say their names, or a number. It just said ‘anonymous.’ He answered the phone and waited for the person on the other end to speak first.

      “Thomas,” Freyja said, her voice excited and hurried.

      “How’d you get this. . .”  he asked but stopped because why would he really ask her that question.

      “There’s a reward sent out by guess who to find the ones who ‘stole’ the Bitcoin.

      “The unnamed South Korean government official?” Thomas said, looking out the window to the warm city under the summer sun.

      “That’s my guess,” she said.

      “How much?” he asked, asking about the bounty for him and her.

      “Five hundred million dollars,” she said, holding in her excitement.

      “What are you talking about? Are you fucking with me? I’ve only had one good night of sleep, and I’m about to get on a long flight home. Why would anyone offer a reward that large?”

      “Thomas, you remember that one website you looked at to look at Bitcoin’s price before?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do me a favor and go check it,” she said.

      “Freyja, I’m shaving it can wait.”

      “Right now!”

      He sighed but walked over to his computer in the main room of the hotel, light filtering in through the windows, illuminated the light dust that had accumulated on it. He flipped it open and entered his password. He went to the webpage and was shocked to see a landscape of green.

      “Freyja?” he said, leaning into his computer with his eyes narrowed to examine what was going on.

      “Me posting on my Twitter that we had the funds and it was safe sent a surge of confidence in the crypto community.”

      “Freyja, this says Bitcoin is up 12,368 percent overnight. That’s impossible.”

      “Oh, in crypto, anything is possible,” she said.

      He did the mental math. “That means the Bitcoin we’re holding is almost twenty-five billion dollars? How is that even possible?”

      Freyja said in a serious tone then to Thomas. “In crypto, anything is possible. It’s the future Thomas. And now they are coming after us. Not just the ones I stole the scam ICO money back from. Now a government is coming after us. Are you ready?”

      He thought hard. “Ready for what?”

      “We are sitting on one of the biggest piles of Bitcoin in the world; one of the biggest collections of wealth in the world. This is only going up in value after this. We are in a race to get this back to the original owners, and they’re going to be looking for us. Perhaps only the anonymous creator of Bitcoin, Satoshi Nakamoto, holds more than we do now, save for some big exchanges.”

      “They’re coming for us? Freyja you’re not safe. You’ve got to hide.”

      “If they’re coming for me,” she said in a gruff voice, “they’re coming for you too, Thomas.”
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      So, this was a complete passion project for me. Full disclosure, I’m a huge crypto investor/fan. I just really wish I knew how to sell at the top better. . .  I’ve also wanted to write in the mystery/thriller genre for years. I love to read and hear these stories, but I never read one about Bitcoin. You do know Bitcoin is going to be 40 million dollars each in two years, right!?

      Thomas and Freyja were characters I really wanted to create to bring some form of completion to one another. One, not a broken man—a very successful one, but devoid of that one thing. The other—an outcast in the shadows who hides from the light but is secretly clawing her way toward it.

      This is my first novel in this genre, like I said, and it was a change of pace from the normal swords and dragons type stuff I love. But, really, it was fun to write in the real world.

      I worked with a couple of friends to figure out some of the logistics to how the mystery worked, and the basics of the story; so, shout outs to Aaron Webber, crypto expert, and George Rosenschein, idea man. One of the ideas I had was to keep the actual numbers of the values of cryptos out of the book. You can easily do the math if you want, but with Bitcoin’s volatility, people could be reading this book one day when Bitcoin is $4 or $40 million, (I don’t know where I came up with that number. . . but I like it!)

      I liked the idea of a mercenary who’s also a serial killer, devoid of emotion, and out for killing for the sport. It seemed to complicate everything pretty good that he tortured Joon, and killed him, and then ending up with Freyja in his mitts.

      If you’d wish to hear more of this story, the best way you can let me know is by leaving a review of the book.

      And if you hated how much cursing there is in this book, sorry. I’m really fucking sorry. ;) It’s just how these characters talk. After all, their lives are on the line. I know I’d be a little stressed.

      Peace and love fellow humans,

      Chris.
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      From author Chris Kale comes his first thriller with a crypto twist. He writes about Bitcoin with a darker side, and with a lot of curse words.

      Growing up in Kansas of all places, Chris has been publishing novels from the comforts of his ranch next to a winding tallow brick road and a pair of sparkling, ruby red slippers. No… he’s from Lawrence, KS, a university town, and has never seen a tornado even touch down- sorry to disappoint you…

      When he’s not writing, Chris is a chef, artist, musician and dog walker. He loves black coffee, red wine, guitar playing, going to the gym, and napping to loud thunderstorms.

      Chris writes fantasy novels under the name C.K. Rieke.

    

  

cover.jpeg
T 6 I,

1Bl el 4

* /CHRIS KALE |

\





images/00002.jpeg






images/00003.jpeg
Crimson (1o
Publishing





