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 CHAPTER ONE
Aloha `Aina 
 
      
 
   E lise Thomas surely never thought that she would be living in military housing, let alone substandard junior enlisted stairwell military housing in Germany. It was hard enough getting used to being an Army wife, but living in the slums of the Hainerberg Army Garrison junior enlisted housing development didn’t make it any easier. 
 
      
 
    Yes, one could argue that Elise was lucky enough to be living in an incredibly beautiful, safe, and culturally rich part of the world. They would be absolutely correct in saying so. Yet, nowhere could be compared to Elise’s native Hawaii; especially the Windward side of Oahu, nestled in the green mountains where she had grown up. 
 
      
 
    Elise had been living in Wiesbaden, Germany for the last two years with her husband, Evan. Evan was a young Soldier, who had been serving out his fourth year in the Army, and recently had returned from a deployment to Afghanistan. They had one daughter, four years old, named Maggie, who was the spitting image of her father. She somehow had inherited his bleached blonde hair, juxtaposed to her mother’s traditional Hawaiian raven colored locks. 
 
      
 
    Elise was born thirty-two years ago on the Windward side of the island of Oahu, Hawaii. Her father, Kalani, was Hawaiian “kama’aina,” meaning a local, from the city of Kaneohe on Oahu. Kalani was a graduate of Tulane Law School in New Orleans, Louisiana. Tulane was where he met Elise’s mother, Anne, who had also attended Tulane at the time and studied liberal arts. 
 
      
 
    Anne later became a Louisiana southern belle socialite and cheerleader- turned – housewife – turned Hawaiian local as well. Kalani and Anne had been living back on Oahu for the better part of thirty-five years. Kalani was a partner at a law firm in town, and her mother’s duty was managing their five-bedroom home, nestled at the foot of the Ko’olau mountain range of the Windward side. 
 
      
 
    Elise, while not completely spoiled rotten, had been used to the finer things in life. As an only child pampered by her parents, she grew up having everything in the world she could have ever wanted, needed, or desired. Clothes, cars, jewelry, and most importantly for a family on a tropical island – air conditioning; although those can be pretty sparse on the rainy Windward side as well. 
 
      
 
    There isn’t even a German word for air conditioning. Well, maybe, in reality, there is a word for it, but since there are no air conditioners in Germany, there may as well not be one.   
 
      
 
    Elise learned this the hard way. She found herself spending her nights soaked in sweat, tossing and turning, wasting hours attempting to fall asleep.  
 
      
 
    It only gets surprisingly hot and miserable in Wiesbaden, Germany, a country known for the bitter cold of its winters, for about three weeks a year in the late summer. Those three weeks are as close as you can get to medieval torture. Though it might sound silly for a Hawaiian girl to have been suffering from an overdose of German heat, it was the unexpectedness of this discomfort that made it seem much worse. 
 
      
 
    Elise couldn’t get used to sleeping in the dank misery of base housing, no matter how hard she tried. It was so hot and humid in their tiny apartment, she could hardly breathe at night, even with four fans running at the same time. This was in addition to the fact that the walls were paper thin and she could hear the conversations of children, dogs barking, and televisions blazing at all hours of the night. 
 
      
 
    Elise’s husband, Evan Thomas, was a Specialist in the Army, stationed with the 55th Military Intelligence Brigade in Wiesbaden. Elise wasn’t exactly sure what he does at work, he was some sort of intelligence specialist is all that she knew, but she was also well aware of the fact that he loved his job and she respected that. Evan took a lot of pride in what he did, no matter if he couldn’t or wouldn’t share exactly what that was with Elise. 
 
      
 
    Elise didn’t mind that Evan wouldn’t share his work with her. The Army had been good to them thus far in the short four years she had been along for the ride. Medical insurance and housing allowance were included in the package, and though Evan’s junior enlisted paychecks were quite small, they were managing to get by just fine. 
 
      
 
    Evan was still very much in love with the Army. He had a heart full of “Hooah.”  The term “Hooah” is a term of endearment, a battle cry for US Army soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Evan was a soldier’s soldier, a model for others to emulate. He was devoted, disciplined, and physically fit. Evan loved being a soldier almost as much as he did his wife and little girl. Sometimes the Army had to come first, that was the nature of the job, after all, but he did love his family above all. 
 
      
 
    Evan had gotten home from his Afghanistan deployment just in time for the dog days of summer. Evan and Elise didn’t have the typical post-deployment adjustment relationship problems that they had seen or heard that other military couples have experienced. They were happy and they trusted each other. Their daughter, Maggie, played a big role in that. The only problem that they had at the moment was the summer heat, and Elise’s inability to sleep through it. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, their four-year-old daughter, Maggie, managed to sleep through the night without a problem. She had a music box and a nightlight in her room which helped to lull her to slumber. Evan also seemed to fair fine with the misery, but he had just spent the last year in the desert sleeping in a tent or on the ground with several other men. He was more than happy to fall asleep beside Elise in his own bed. 
 
      
 
    It was an ordinary Monday night. Maggie had gone down at eight o’clock without a fuss.  Evan had fallen asleep in front of television around eleven in his uniform, remote in hand, without even shutting off his Netflix.   
 
      
 
    Elise, as usual, couldn’t sleep. She was restless, tossing and turning as she had for the last two weeks. Finally, at around two in the morning, she managed to drift off. 
 
      
 
    She was amazingly beautiful, self-motivated, and hard charging young woman.  At thirty-two years old, Elise was a mother and military spouse who had just endured a yearlong deployment in a foreign country with no family support, as her parents were a world away in Hawaii.   
 
      
 
    Elise had almost no free time and around the clock, responsibilities chasing after a four-year-old daughter and running a household while her husband was deployed. Yet, despite all of this, she remained extremely positive, proactive, and full of energy. 
 
      
 
    Growing up as an aspiring dancer and athlete, Elise had made it a point to go to the base gym and work out at least three times a week during the deployment, and she even went as far to set up a childcare exchange program with other Army spouses to make sure she had time to do so. The Garrison Sergeant Major ended up giving her a letter of appreciation for her efforts in a ceremony held in the lobby of the base gym. Her picture and an article about her efforts ended up on the base’s Facebook page. 
 
      
 
    Elise had long, dark hair, naturally olive colored Polynesian skin, and chestnut eyes – all courtesy of her Hawaiian father. Yet, she spoke with an accent so uniquely southern, passed down from her mother that there were moments it was hard for those that didn’t know her to understand her.   
 
      
 
    Elise had always dreamed of being an actress or a model, but most of all she wanted were to dance and sing. She grew up in the church choir, singing in church on Sundays, and on the stage in school plays almost every year. But, most of all, it was dancing that made Elise feel alive. She danced in local pageants, in plays, and in festivals. She won awards for her dances. Elise even choreographed an entire dance recital, some fifteen minutes in length, which she practiced almost every night. She performed it in front of her entire high school for Homecoming to rave reviews. 
 
      
 
    Dancing was a childhood fantasy that never materialized. Her dreams took a backseat to motherhood after an unsuccessful attempt at college at the University of Hawaii, Manoa, where she met Evan a little over five years before.   
 
      
 
    Evan’s recent deployment to Afghanistan put a lot of things in Elise’s life into perspective. It made Elise realize that she could accomplish quite a lot on her own. She managed to live abroad while taking care of their daughter without the support of her Hawaiian family. It was a full-time job, after all, being a mother with a deployed spouse. 
 
      
 
    Elise was finally sound asleep. She was so tired from battling the heat that the roaring of the fans from all sides didn’t seem to disturb her.   
 
      
 
    Only an hour later, at just past three in the morning, her cellphone rang. Elise ignored the rings at first, but after the tenth call, she got up from the bed and grouchily answered. 
 
      
 
    It was her mother, Anne, calling from a number that she did not recognize.   
 
      
 
    Elise’s grandfather, Kai, was dead. 
 
      
 
    She was at first in shock, standing quietly with the pop socket of her pink iPhone X clutched between her hands. Then, just moments later, she fell into shambles.   
 
      
 
    Elise began to sob.  Her cries woke Evan who tried his best to comfort her. 
 
      
 
    Elise was Tutu Kane’s girl, after all. He had spoiled her from the moment she was born. One of the main reasons that Elise could have never pictured herself living in military housing was the fact that her grandfather and father had always ensured she had the best of the best.   
 
      
 
    Elise’s grandfather was against her marrying Evan. That was a secret of which Evan had never learned, and never would. Kai had worked hard to establish a nice life for his family, working his way from a tiny house at the hills of the Ko’olau Mountains of Oahu to a nice home in a wealthier neighborhood of nearby Kailua.   
 
      
 
    It’s important to note that Kai didn’t oppose Elise’s relationship because Evan was a bad guy, or because of the fact that Evan was a haole, meaning white boy, or simply because of the fact that he was a soldier. 
 
      
 
    The truth of the matter was that Evan wasn’t a bad guy. In fact, Evan was a great guy.  He was a devoted father, husband, and soldier. 
 
      
 
    Elise’s grandfather, Kai, simply understood the reality of the situation.  Army life wouldn’t be easy for her. He had been in the military himself and knew all too well. 
 
      
 
    When they met, Evan held the rank of Private in the Army, as a junior in rank as it gets.  With a base pay of fifteen hundred dollars a month, he made less money than a garbage man – less money than the most junior garbage man in the lowest paying city in the world – or at least he felt that way at times.     
 
      
 
    Elise’s grandfather felt that there was no way that Evan could support her on the pennies he made. He had been a soldier himself during Vietnam and understood the struggle. Furthermore, Kai felt that there was no way that Evan could maintain the lifestyle that Elise was accustomed to, being an island girl and the daughter of a partner of a prestigious Honolulu law firm.  
 
      
 
    But, Elise was a stubborn girl. When she fell in love with Evan, after bumping into him outside of a coffee shop on the Kaneohe Marine Corps base with her girlfriends, his salary had absolutely nothing to do with it. He was young, cute, and kind. She fell in love with his Georgia accent, which complemented the New Orleans drawl she had inherited from her mother. 
 
      
 
    Elise wouldn’t listen to the pleas of her grandfather, Kai, or her father, Kalani not to marry Evan. They wanted Elise to have the chance to be the dancer she had always wanted to be.  They knew that she had the talent and the drive to make it happen. Yet, by fate, she had become a wife and mother. 
 
      
 
    Elise hadn’t chosen a worse life with Evan.  It may not have been the life that she dreamed of as a child, but it was a good life, none the less. She realized this as Evan held her and comforted her while she was in anguish over the news of her grandfather’s death. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t seem real.   
 
      
 
    “It’s not true,” Elise said to Evan.   
 
      
 
    Yet, Elise knew that it was true.   
 
      
 
    Evan comforted Elise for a few more minutes, then called his First Sergeant and asked to take three weeks of unplanned leave to go to Hawaii for the funeral.  Having just come off a deployment with plenty of days on his leave balance, Evan’s command was lenient with him requesting the time off. Within minutes of his request, Evan’s Commanding Officer had already approved the leave request for him over the phone and the family was set and approved to travel to Elise’s Hawaiian home for the funeral. 
 
      
 
    Elise’s grandfather, Kai, would be buried at the Valley of the Temples Cemetery in Kaneohe, Hawaii, where all of the previous generations of her father’s family were laid to rest. The Valley of the Temples was an amazing, lusciously green cemetery on the Windward Side of Oahu, sitting at the foot of the Ko’olau Mountains. The Ko’olau Mountains were shaped like the back of a dragon, and on days when it rained, one could see hundreds of waterfalls cascading. It was truly an amazing place.   
 
      
 
    Evan and Elise booked the first possible flight to Honolulu from Frankfurt, Germany for the three of them, maxing out a credit card to cover it. There was no time for them to attempt to try to fly Space Available for free on military aircraft. The airline they chose was nice enough to give them a bereavement rate, but the cost was still well beyond the means of an Army family. 
 
      
 
    After traveling nearly twenty-four hours straight on four flights, the wheels of their aircraft touched down on Oahu at the Honolulu International Airport. The front hatch of the plane opened to the unmistakable aroma of Hawaii, and the tropical sunshine. Holding Maggie, Elise turned her head and saw two rainbows off in the distance. Thinking about the passing of her Tutu Kane, she suddenly realized that nothing in her life would ever be the same. Elise didn’t know just how right she was. 
 
      
 
    Elise’s mom, Anne, met the young family at the baggage claim of the Honolulu International Airport. Anne was fifty-six years old, yet dressed more like a thirty-year-old. She was wearing Kate Spade, Michael Kors, and Jimmy Choo. Anne was a grandmother, but she tried her very best to stay young and trendy. 
 
      
 
    Anne had Elise when she was twenty-four, following her husband, Kalani, back to Kaneohe after he graduated from Tulane Law School. Anne’s choice to abandon the South was rare, but not too rare for a Southern Belle socialite of her caliber. Anne had hardly left her Parish in Louisiana, let alone the state before she moved away to Hawaii for good. 
 
      
 
    Anne and Elise hugged for a moment alongside the luggage carousel while they waited for their bags, and then Maggie leapt into Anne’s arms. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home.” Anne said, “It’s been so lonely without you guys here.” 
 
      
 
    This statement was a bit cliché, being that Evan and Elise had never actually lived on Oahu as a married couple. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long time, after all, since Elise had been home to Hawaii. In the year that Evan was deployed, she had not made a single trip to Kaneohe, which had upset Anne quite a bit. Elise and Evan just couldn’t afford the price of the tickets, and they were too proud to ask her parents for help.   
 
      
 
    Elise and Anne talked for a few minutes at the airport about what had happened to her grandfather.  Tutu Kane Kai did not suffer.  Apparently, he had a heart attack and died peacefully in his sleep. 
 
      
 
    Elise, Evan, Anne, who was carrying Maggie, turned and walked out of the baggage claim. Evan pushed an empty stroller while dragging a luggage cart loaded with a mountain of bags behind him. 
 
      
 
    On the way out of the baggage claim, Elise looked to the left on the wall where she noticed a digital advertisement. It was an ad for a nightclub she had never heard of before. 
 
      
 
    The ad was an illustration of a nine-story building, half aflame and half frozen, with two bikini clad girls in devil’s horns and tails on either side of it.  There was one word written above in flame.    
 
      
 
    “OBLIVION” 
 
      
 
    Before she was married, Elise had been a major player in the Honolulu club scene.  That behavior, in the end, contributed to her not finishing her studies at the University of Hawaii, Manoa.   
 
      
 
    Elise knew all of the nightclubs in Waikiki. She did not know this place. She hadn’t even heard of it at all or seen any reference to it on social media. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard of this place, Mom?” Elise asked. 
 
      
 
    Anne sort of chuckled to herself. It was the first time she had laughed since her husband’s father, Tutu Kane Kai had died. 
 
      
 
    “Baby,” she said, as they walked out of the airport into the Oahu sunshine, “who hasn’t heard of that place on this island?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER TWO
The Oblivion 
 
      
 
   “T he time is 21:45. All performers, stagehands, and technicians report to Sublevel Three immediately. Repeat. The time is 21:45. All performers, stagehands, and technicians report to Sublevel Three immediately.” A mysterious voice ordered through a loudspeaker. 
 
      
 
    The Oblivion – The most popular nightclub in Waikiki, the most well-known neighborhood of the Hawaiian capital city of Honolulu. The Oblivion was the most popular, and over-the-top nightclub in the history of Honolulu nightlife.    
 
      
 
    It was nine forty-five in the evening. There was a mad rush of dancers, clad in elaborate costumes, technicians, stagehands wearing earbud microphones, along with security personnel all running to the staging area called “Sublevel Three” two floors below the stage on the ground floor where the nightly “Extravaganza” burlesque stage show took place. 
 
      
 
    Every night at ten, in the elegant street level lounge of The Oblivion, there was a stage show which rivaled the likes of any show a Las Vegas Strip casino had ever staged.  Yet, this show was completely free of charge for all of the club’s guests.   
 
      
 
    All employees of The Oblivion participated in the show in some capacity. The bartenders were all dancers or stagehands. Even the shot girls and dishwashers played some sort of role, whether they were dancers or part of the security or logistics team.   
 
      
 
    The nightclub did not open until after the floorshow ended.  It was a rule that had been strictly followed since the club had opened two years before. 
 
      
 
    The show was always standing room only. There hadn’t been a night where the crowd was thin.  Customers had always fought each other for a better view of the stage. 
 
      
 
    Guests were allowed into the lounge at nine forty-five after the call from the loudspeaker, and by the time the show started at ten, there was no space left in the theater.  The guests were pushing each other uncomfortably close together to get a better view of the stage, regardless of the fact that the bar was not yet serving. 
 
      
 
    The success of The Oblivion was not only due to the nightly burlesque floorshow, but also due to the strict rules and regulations by which the bar’s owner, Julian Carroll, ran his nightclub.  
 
      
 
    The regulations were aggressively stringent and at times borderline unconstitutional. But they worked. 
 
      
 
    For example, Rule Number One read as follows – “All bartenders and wait staff of Club Oblivion must appear available and unattached to the customers at all times. No bartender or member of the staff will wear a wedding or engagement ring or engage in conversations revealing their marital status, which could potentially negatively impact or jeopardize the image of The Oblivion. Violation of this regulation will result in immediate termination, without discussion.” 
 
      
 
    Was this rule legal? Most likely not. 
 
      
 
    Carroll wasn’t banning relationships. He was protecting the image of his nightclub, and although his rules were tough, if not blatantly against the law, they were undeniably effective. 
 
      
 
    Cell phones were banned at work. Drinking at work was also banned. A single sip of alcohol while on the clock resulted in immediate termination. 
 
      
 
    Practically anything which could potentially damage the success of The Oblivion had been banned. The actions of the staffs were monitored via closed circuit digital cameras, hidden throughout the nine floors of the enormous club. 
 
      
 
    Regardless of the Soviet style regulations that they worked under, employees of The Oblivion were not only happy about coming to work; they were proud to come to work and looked forward to it. 
 
      
 
    The Oblivion had become a Waikiki nightlife landmark. It was the largest operating nightclub in North America (if one considers Hawaii North America). 
 
      
 
    As for Julian Carroll himself, he was a thirty-six-year-old former Marine who had dedicated the last two years of his life solely to the success of The Oblivion.   
 
      
 
    It was his only concern.  It was the first thing he thought about in the morning and the last thing he thought about before he slept.  The club was what kept him going. It was an obsession.   
 
      
 
    That is, of course, if he slept at all.  The rumor was that he just slept at his desk, which nestled somewhere in the basement of the club. No one had ever been to Julian’s office; thus, the rumor was unconfirmed. 
 
      
 
    In two years of operation, The Oblivion never had a bad night or a night that its doors did not open. 
 
      
 
    It was located in a defunct hotel on Kalakaua Avenue in Waikiki. The nine-story building wasn’t actually decorated like it was on fire and frozen, as Elise had seen it in the advertisement, but was nevertheless, pretty menacing looking. The building was old, for starters, seemingly in shambles. At first glance from the exterior, it looked like a building from the 1920’s, and that the building could fall to the ground any second.  Carroll had decided to use the exterior of the building to create a stark contradiction to the grandeur inside of it.     
 
      
 
    At ten o’clock, the show began as it had every night for the last two years. The spectacle ran for about fifteen minutes and was a rendition of the ancient story of Faust. According to the German legend, Faust was a scholar who sold his soul to the Devil in exchange for unlimited knowledge and worldly pleasures.   
 
      
 
    In The Oblivion’s rendition of the story of Faust, the scientist was serenaded by a choir of stunning imps, devils, and demons – who at the end of the show would steal his soul – and, of course, open The Oblivion nightclub, officially, for a night of drinking and dancing. 
 
      
 
    It was rumored that a Vegas hotel once offered to franchise The Oblivion and that Carroll, out of principle, refused. The success of The Oblivion was such a grandiose feat that he couldn’t bear to share it. 
 
      
 
    “Success is only possible through self-sacrifice.” That was Julian Carroll’s motto and business plan. It had not failed him yet. His staff respected him for it, as much as it sucked for them at times.   
 
    
[image: ]  
 
      
 
    Elise buried her grandfather, Tutu Kane Kai, at the Valley of the Temples Memorial Park, just steps away from the Byodo-In Buddhist Temple, located inside the park and the resting places of her father’s ancestors.   
 
      
 
    The ceremony was very serene, respectful, and quaint. Grandfather Kai had been a pretty important figure to those on the Windward side of Oahu. Hundreds of mourners turned up to bid him goodbye. 
 
      
 
    That night, after Tutu Kane Kai’s funeral, Elise and Evan tucked themselves into bed at their rental cottage on the Marine base not far from Kaneohe. They turned on the TV and prepared to fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    The first commercial they saw was for The Oblivion. They saw images of bikini clad bartenders dancing on the bars, clips from the nightly Extravaganza, and even a room which looked like it was made out of clouds and solid gold.   
 
      
 
    Most importantly, they saw thousands of people having an incredible time, forgetting their troubles, and enjoying their youth.   
 
      
 
    Elise needed to have a good time. 
 
      
 
    “Baby,” she said. “I want to go. Soon. Maybe next weekend before we leave.” 
 
      
 
    Evan put his arm around her, pulled her close and kissed her on the forehead.   
 
      
 
    “Sure.” He said. “We can go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER THREE
An Average Friday Night 
 
      
 
   T here was a slight, typical chill in the air while Elise and Evan stood in line outside of The Oblivion on Kalakaua Avenue in Waikiki the next Friday night. They had gotten to the club early, around nine fifteen in the evening, and already there were about fifty other club-goers in front of them in line. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a blonde woman comes rushing past them in line, nearly knocking Elise over. 
 
      
 
    “I’m late. Excuse me, I’m late.” The woman says as she bounds past them. 
 
      
 
    The blonde woman approached the security guard at the front of the line. 
 
      
 
    “Julian’s going to kill you, Maribel.” The guard said, opening the door of the club just enough to let the girl in. 
 
      
 
    The door to the club closed behind Maribel, as more guests began to arrive and the line into the club became long. 
 
      
 
    Evan curiously tapped one of the other guests on the shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “Have you been here before, man?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yea, Brah” The man answered, a bit bothered by the question and by Evan’s touching him, “I’ve been here.” 
 
      
 
    “How is it?” Evan asked, “Is it worth the wait?” 
 
      
 
    “Primo.” The man said shortly, turning back around. 
 
      
 
    At nine forty-five, the warning announcement sounded for all employees to report to the Sublevel Three staging area and the front doors of the club swung open. The crowd rushed into the theater in the lounge of the ground floor, pressing uncomfortably tight together, much like rats in a sinking ship. 
 
      
 
    Elise and Evan felt as if they were going to be trampled. People were fighting for the best possible view of the stage and were not being polite about it at all. Furthermore, Elise had started to sweat, and her makeup was running down her face. Thus far, she was not impressed by what she was seeing. 
 
      
 
    As young parents and a military family, Elise and Evan were out of touch with the club scene. They found themselves standing in a huge ornate showroom, the likes of which neither of them had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    There were millions of tiny little details. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, red velvet curtains hung from the walls. The stage was embossed in gold leaves, and little golden cherubs seemed to hover in mid-air. It was an out of this world display for an Army couple living in base housing in Germany. 
 
      
 
    The house lights went down. The crowd went silent in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    At ten o’clock the chimes of a clock rang out.  
 
      
 
    Ding…  Ding…  Ding…   Ding…   Ding…  Ding…  Ding…  Ding…  Ding… 
 
      
 
    Boom… 
 
      
 
    The stage exploded on the tenth strike with a volcanic eruption of light, sound, music, and special effects. Beautiful girls danced elegantly in intricately sewn, yet borderline scandalous, devil and angel costumes Each song was better, catchier, and more enthralling than the last.  
 
      
 
    Elise was totally energized. She was completely amazed and silent. This was the sort of thing she had always dreamed of doing as a child. The entertainers on the stage had every step, every note, and every line down perfectly. She followed every movement of the dancers on the stage with her eyes taking note of each technique. 
 
      
 
    As the show drew to an end, the lights again dimmed. A countdown from one hundred twenty appeared on the back wall of the club. The countdown started to tick. All of the performers rushed from the stage to their stations. They had less than two minutes to be in place on all nine floors of the club before security opened The Oblivion for business. 
 
      
 
    When the countdown reached zero, a muscled Samoan bouncer pulled back a white rope and hundreds of guests surged into the nightclub, beginning yet another successful night in the greatest club in Waikiki. 
 
      
 
    Evan and Elise stood back for a moment in the central lounge, catching their breath. 
 
      
 
    “That was amazing,” Elise said, looking at Evan, who stood beside her. 
 
      
 
    “Yea, babe,” agreed Evan, “that was a pretty good show. I have to say. Definitely never seen anything like that before.”  
 
      
 
    Elise and Evan walked out of the theater, just outside of the lobby, and started to decide which floor they wanted to check out first. There was a large placard on the wall with a list of all of the floors and descriptions of the rooms. 
 
      
 
    Noticing a small bar tucked in the corner of the first floor, Evan decided to walk over and order two caipirinhas, as he knew those were Elise’s favorite drink. Elise had always been a sucker for the Brazilian cocktails even though she had never actually been to Brazil.   
 
      
 
    Elise stood in the middle of the lounge, waiting for Evan to come back from the bar.   
 
      
 
    While she stood there fixing her makeup which was running down her from sweat, she noticed a familiar security guard in a blue polo standing by a stairwell. They had gone to Castle High School together. 
 
      
 
    Elise quickly walked up to the man and caught him off guard. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Randy.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    Randy turned around. He was not expecting to see Elise, especially not in the nightclub that night. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Randy said to Elise, not recognizing her at first, “Elise, wow, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    Elise told Randy that her grandfather, Kai, had passed away and that she had come home for his funeral.   
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry about that, Elise. I really am. That’s horrible.”  Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been working here?” Elise asked. “I never pictured you working as a security guard in a bar.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m head of security,” Randy said, pointing to the cobra-shaped badge on his chest. “I’ve been here almost two years now; since we opened.” 
 
      
 
    At this point, Evan came back and found Elise talking to Randy.   
 
      
 
    With no context, and based on the fact that Randy isn’t a horrible looking thirty-something-year-old man, Evan got a bit jealous, and immediately injected himself into their conversation.   
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Evan said, “I’m Specialist Evan Thomas, 55th MI, U.S. Army.  I’m Elise’s husband, nice to meet you.”   
 
      
 
    Randy shook Evan’s hand and told him it was also nice to meet him, though he could, in reality, care less about his rank in the Army. Randy never had much respect for all of the military boys, especially the Army, who would behave at times like animals when out together in large groups. 
 
      
 
    Randy then explained to Evan that he and Elise had gone to high school together at Castle and he meant no harm. 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly changing his tone, Randy’s eyes grew serious. 
 
      
 
    “You know what, guys,” Randy said, “There’s this really nice pub /slash/ club down the street. Brand new place, super popular. I think you’ll enjoy it. It’s called The Terrapin. I’m really close to the owner.  Nice guy.  Slovenian guy named Igor. Eastern Europe meets Waikiki.  I tell you what...” 
 
      
 
    Randy reaches into his pocket and pulls out two free cover passes to The Terrapin pub and tries to hand them to Evan. 
 
      
 
    “No thanks, man.” Evan said.  “I think we’ll stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Randy takes a step toward Evan. He moved uncomfortably close, and Evan began to get nervous. It became obvious that Randy did not want them in the club any longer. 
 
      
 
    “I mean it,” Randy said. “You should go to The Terrapin. Take these.” 
 
      
 
    The soldier in Evan came out and he lost his bearing.   
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, asshole.” Evan said, drawing back a clenched fist, while giving Randy a threatening glare, restraining himself from actually punching. 
 
      
 
    “Hey now, Randy,” a voice says from somewhere off to the side. “What have I said about upsetting the guests?” 
 
      
 
    Julian Carroll walked out of the shadows, seemingly out of nowhere, stepping between Randy and Evan. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to The Oblivion.” He said. “I apologize for the behavior of my Head of Security. My name is” 
 
      
 
    “Julian.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Elise.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Almost everyone has a first love that he or she can’t forget about, regardless of age or life’s troubles – “The one that got away.” 
 
      
 
    People may not pine for them their entire lives, but still, they never forget them.  They never forget the impact that those people made on their lives.   
 
      
 
    When they think of these people, all the bad times seem to selectively fade away and what is left is sort of a fairy tale of the relationship that could have been, but in reality, sort of never was. 
 
      
 
    For Elise, this person was Julian Carroll.   
 
      
 
    At twelve years old, you don’t know what love is. By eighteen, you might think you do, but chances are you still don’t. 
 
      
 
    Elise and Julian were together from when Elise was twelve until eighteen. He was the first person to ever tell her that he loved her and the last person that she thought she would ever see again. 
 
      
 
    Julian didn’t look like a local boy. His parents were both from California and had moved to Oahu in the mid-nineties.   
 
      
 
    Julian was shorter than average height, at five foot nine with short hair which was beginning to show salt and pepper at thirty-six. His skin was pale and milky white; a sign that he spent far too much sun in his nightclub as opposed to outside in the Hawaiian sunshine. 
 
      
 
    Apart from Elise clamming up a bit initially when he spoke to her, the situation, otherwise, didn’t get too awkward.   
 
      
 
    Julian introduced himself to Evan as an old friend of Elise. 
 
      
 
    Of course, this answer was not an out and out lie. They were, after all, old friends in addition to childhood sweethearts and lovers. 
 
      
 
    This answer seemed to calm Evan down. 
 
      
 
    “So, you own this place?” Evan asked Julian, changing the topic. 
 
      
 
    Julian nodded in affirmation.   
 
      
 
    “It is pretty awesome, I have to say.” Evan said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate it.” Julian said, assuming a more serious and business-like posture, “So, maybe you’d like a tour of it, then?” 
 
      
 
    Evan looked to Elise, waiting for any sort of nod of tacit approval, but she wasn’t playing along. She didn’t want the awkwardness to continue much longer.   
 
      
 
    “Elise?” Julian asked Elise. “Can we?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, that would be great, Babe.” Elise said, concealing a roll of her eyes. 
 
      
 
    The three began walking towards an elevator. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Julian began speaking to Evan as they exited the room, “you are Elise’s…” 
 
      
 
    Evan cuts Julian off before he can finish the question. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Evan Thomas. I’m Elise’s husband. I’m with 55th MI out of Wiesbaden. I’m a Specialist in the Army.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice.” Julian said. “I have nothing against the Army. I was a Marine, myself. I had plenty of friends in the Army.” 
 
      
 
    Julian points toward the elevator and asks Evan and Elise to step in. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start from the bottom up if you don’t mind. Mind you, it’s a big club, and I have several stops to make so feel free to get off the ride at any time.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Elise and Evan looked at each other, a bit puzzled by Julian’s warning, and sort of grumble to each other in agreement. Julian pushed the button which took them to the next floor of The Oblivion. 
 
      
 
    “OK, so you’ve seen the showroom lounge on the first floor, and the floor show, and the bar there. Obviously, the showroom is the grandest of the bunch, but I promise it looks better in the low light. I’m working with some contractors to improve it. The second floor we call Hades.” 
 
      
 
    The doors of the elevator opened to reveal a large room decorated like the fires of Hell with intricate flames and chains painted everywhere. 
 
      
 
    The bartenders in Hades were all female, early to mid-twenties, dressed as sexy imps with devil horns and tails. The music was hard rock the likes of Metallica, Iron Maiden, and Megadeth. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I need to explain the name.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Julian left Evan and Elise, walked over to one of the bartenders, and handed her a small leather book, which he pulled out of his left jacket pocket. The bartender jotted something into the book and handed it back to him. 
 
      
 
    Julian returned to Evan and Elise. 
 
      
 
    “On we go.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    The second floor at which they stopped on the tour was called Ecstasy. The third floor of The Oblivion, Ecstasy, was also the most popular floor of the club. Decorated in satin and lace, the bartenders in this room were dressed in sexy lingerie. The entire room was designed to look like a bedroom.   
 
      
 
    In fact, there was an entire row of VIP beds, which circled the perimeter of the room, and a large bean bag bed in the center of the room roped off. Champagne bottle service was available throughout. The music in the room was Hip Hop and R&B. 
 
      
 
    Julian again walked over to one of the bartenders, handed her the little leather book, and then received it back from her after she wrote in it. 
 
      
 
    The same procedure followed on the next several floors of The Oblivion. Elise and Evan stayed silent as Julian pointed out the key features of the nine floors. 
 
      
 
    The fourth floor, called “The Green Room” was decorated in the style of old-school Hollywood, and featured a Karaoke bar and hand-drawn images of Marilyn Monroe, John Wayne, and Elvis Pressley. The fifth floor, called “Crossroads,” featured country music, line dancing, and a mechanical bull. Floor six, “The Disco,” featured music of the seventies and eighties. The Disco was by far the least popular floor of the bunch. Floor Seven, “Paradise,” as the name suggested, was designed to be a tropical Hawaiian paradise. Complete with cabanas and an indoor beach, this was fitting for a club located in Waikiki and targeted those looking to at least imagine they outdoors on one of the many beaches while in the club. Floor Eight, “The Dive” was a low-key, more relaxed bar atmosphere, complete with fully stocked digital jukebox. 
 
      
 
    The ninth level of The Oblivion and the personal favorite of Julian were called “Heaven.” Designed to be a martini bar set in a cloud, Heaven was exactly that. The room, down to the bar itself, looked just like a white fluffy cloud. The tables, chairs, and barstools were all solid gold. Evan and Elise had seen this room on the commercial the week before. It was absolutely stunning. 
 
      
 
    Julian Carroll walked off the elevator first, ahead of Elise and Evan, and approached the bar in Heaven where Maribel, a 24-year-old blonde, dressed as an angel, complete with golden halo was working. 
 
      
 
    Maribel handed Julian a little leather book, similar to the book that he had been handing the other girls. Without looking, Julian placed the book in his right jacket pocket.   
 
      
 
    Julian and Maribel exchanged a few words, and then he returned to Evan and Elise. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize,” Julian began, “but I have to leave you now. Duty calls. If you would like to stay in Heaven, I am sure that Maribel will take care of you. This room is my favorite after all.” 
 
      
 
    Julian extended his right hand and offered a handshake to Evan, who instinctually obliged. 
 
      
 
    “Elise,” Julian said, “it was great to see you again, and I am terribly sorry to hear about your Tutu Kane.” 
 
      
 
    But, Elise had not told Julian about her grandfather, Kai. 
 
      
 
    In fact, Elise had kept quiet the entire tour. She managed to look at all nine floors of the club without uttering a word, let alone a sentence to Julian. In a way, it had felt like a little victory to her. 
 
      
 
    Yet, somehow Julian knew about Kai’s death. There was no way that Randy could have told him. Maybe he had seen it in the paper. Maybe it was on the TV. It’s a small island, after all. It wouldn’t have been too surprising for Julian to hear about Kai’s death without seeking the information out himself. 
 
      
 
    Elise chose to say nothing. She did not even acknowledge what Julian had said. 
 
      
 
    Evan thanked Julian for the tour.   
 
      
 
    Julian shook Evan’s hand again, stepped away, motioned over to Maribel, who stood behind the bar, got back onto the elevator, and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Evan and Elise, silently deciding to not yet leave The Oblivion, walked over to the cloud bar and sat down on two golden barstools.  
 
      
 
    “What can I do ya’ for?” Maribel said with a silly smirk, taking pride in her use of the cliché. 
 
      
 
    Maribel’s accent was undeniably Russian, and her mastery of the English language was a work in progress.   
 
      
 
    “Can you do caipirinhas?” asked Elise. 
 
      
 
    “Can I do caipirinhas, she asks?” said Maribel, beginning to reach for a bottle.   
 
      
 
    “Two please.” Ordered Elise. 
 
      
 
    Little did Evan know that Elise was planning to drink them both herself. Her mind had already begun to return to Julian in his absence. How did he know about Grandfather Kai? How could he own this place?  What was he doing here? 
 
      
 
    “Is this your first time in The Oblivion?” asked Maribel. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is, actually.” Evan said. “We are in from out of town.” 
 
      
 
    “But, I’m local. Kama’aina. From Kaneohe.” Elise added. 
 
      
 
    Maribel walked over and started pouring the caipirinhas while continuing to talk to the couple. 
 
      
 
    “In town from where?” asked Maribel, attempting to hide her Russian accent. 
 
      
 
    “Germany.” Elise replied. 
 
      
 
    “I always wanted to go to Germany. Must be nice.” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    Evan and Elise didn’t stop to think that Maribel’s accent was unmistakably Russian and that absolutely none of her features screamed Oahu, Hawaii, Kama’aina or even American. 
 
      
 
    Since it was slow for the moment in Heaven, and still relatively early in the night, they continued their conversation. 
 
      
 
    Evan explained to Maribel that he was a Soldier with the 55th Military Intelligence Battalion and that they were just living in Germany temporarily on orders.  Maribel, who was a Russian girl without the slightest comprehensive of U.S. military structure, had absolutely no clue what he was talking about, but she smiled politely and listened anyway while nodding occasionally to show that she was listening. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, Heaven was dead and Maribel had the time to listen. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s up with this guy, Julian? Cool guy to work for?” Evan asked Maribel. 
 
      
 
    Elise got defensive and cut him off. “It’s ok,” she said. “You don’t have to answer that. We should probably be going. Our daughter is at home with my parents.”   
 
      
 
    Evan turned around to Elise and almost said something smart to her. Before he could, Maribel answered him. 
 
      
 
    “Julian is the reason I have a job right now. The reason we all here have jobs right now. Yes, there are other clubs in Waikiki – But not like this club. There is nowhere like this. What do you mean what is up with him?” 
 
      
 
    Evan thought about it for a second, and said, “Well, you know, the guy is like thirty-five or thirty-six? And then he said he was a Marine too? How’s a thirty-five-year-old Devil Dog going to run a place like this? Where does he get the money for that?” 
 
      
 
    Maribel became slightly irritated, stopped working and walked closer to Evan and Maribel. She didn’t lose her cool, but her tone changed. 
 
      
 
    “Before this place opened two years ago, I was working two jobs in Russia, living paycheck to paycheck, praying every night my mother and father wouldn’t take everything from me. Now, I work one job four days a week and have no worries whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    Julian takes care of us. If he didn’t work as hard as he does, this place would shut down. I know it would. So please, don’t criticize something you know nothing about.” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    It was as if someone sucked all the oxygen out of the room. 
 
      
 
    To make things worse, seconds later the elevator beeped. 
 
      
 
    Out walked Randy, the bouncer with which Evan had tussled with earlier, looking to speak with Maribel who happened to be his girlfriend.   
 
      
 
    This was a fact that absolutely no one at The Oblivion including Julian Carroll, was aware of. It was a direct violation of house rule number one. Maribel and Randy were extremely cautious to ensure no one would catch wind at work. 
 
      
 
    When Evan saw Randy come off the elevator, he instantly became agitated again. Evan rushed at Randy and threatened him for the stunt which he had pulled earlier. 
 
      
 
    Elise now understood why Randy attempted to remove her from the club. In fact, at this point, she wished she had taken the passes and left. 
 
      
 
    Elise stepped in between Randy and Evan. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do this, Elise.” Evan said. 
 
      
 
    “Stop. Now. I want to go.” Elise ordered. 
 
      
 
    Evan backed down. Randy ignored him, walked over to Maribel who was still standing behind the bar. The two exchanged a few words, quietly off to the side behind the bar, while turning away from Elise and Evan. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s please go.” Elise said to Evan. 
 
      
 
    Elise and Evan left the Heaven room and took the elevator back down to the bottom floor of the club. They hurriedly left The Oblivion, and then rushed to their rental car without saying a single word to each other. 
 
      
 
    On the way back home to their rental cottage on the Marine Base, just north of Kaneohe on the Windward side, it took about ten minutes before Evan broke the silence and said something to Elise. 
 
      
 
    “How the fuck do you know Julian Carroll, Elise?” Evan asked. 
 
      
 
    Elise started to cry. In the nearly five years they had been together, Evan had never spoken to her like that before.   
 
      
 
    “Please don’t lie to me. Baby, please don’t lie to me.” He said. 
 
      
 
    Elise continued to cry.  
 
      
 
    Evan continued to anxiously probe her for information. 
 
      
 
    She suddenly burst out,  
 
      
 
    “I loved him, ok, goddamn it! When I was a kid, I loved him.” 
 
      
 
    She was now crying almost as hard as she was at her grandfather’s funeral.   
 
      
 
    “But not anymore?” Evan asked, insecurely. 
 
      
 
    “No! Damn it.” Elise said. “I haven’t even seen him in fourteen years. Do you think I wanted to see him tonight? Don’t you think this is fucking weird for me too?”  
 
      
 
    Evan said nothing else. He felt like a total ass.   
 
      
 
    He apologized to Elise, took her hand, and drove her back to their rental cottage on the “K-Bay” Marine base.   
 
      
 
    Evan was a good man, after all. He loved Elise and their daughter more than he loved life itself. He couldn’t bear the thought of another man taking that away from him. 
 
      
 
    That night, Elise thought of Julian. She remembered when she was yet to be eighteen and the night that Julian swore to her that he would love her always above all others, after making love to her for the first time.   
 
      
 
    Then, Elise thought about the day that Julian told her he was leaving for Parris Island to serve his country and Corps; the day she told him she couldn’t love a Marine.     
 
      
 
    How could Julian know about Grandfather Kai? Why would he know? 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER FOUR
Moscow does not believe in Tears 
 
      
 
   J ulian Carroll did, in fact, run off to join the United States Marine Corps fourteen years ago. He did not have a clue what he was doing at the time. He wasn’t an athlete. He had never played a sport throughout high school. He spent all of his free time with his girlfriend, Elise, who didn’t mind the fact that her boyfriend paid her so much attention. 
 
      
 
    The Marine Corps recruiters didn’t care that Julian wasn’t an athlete, either. He was twenty-two years old, had a clean criminal record, was medically sound, and met all of the basic training standards to join. That’s all that mattered. He was a statistic to them. 
 
      
 
    When Julian approached the recruiters’ office out of sheer curiosity, they convinced him that joining the Marine Corps and serving his country was exactly what he needed to do. It didn’t take very much convincing for Julian to believe them. 
 
      
 
    The recruiters slapped a thick black binder in front of Julian with a massive collection of jobs across several hundred pages. Julian flipped through all of the pages carefully, reading the titles and descriptions. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have any idea what Military Occupational Specialty he wanted. Moreover, he didn’t know what jobs were even available out of these or what the descriptions would have him doing day to do. 
 
      
 
    Julian walked into the recruiters’ office cold and on a whim, without even discussing such a life decision with his girlfriend, Elise.   
 
      
 
    The recruiters told him about a job called Cryptologic Linguist. It at least sounded pretty cool. Julian still didn’t quite understand what the job would entail, but the secret squirrel title of the career piqued his interest. 
 
      
 
    He took an entrance exam for linguists at the Military Entrance Processing Station and passed it. Somehow, he was surprised that he passed, as the only foreign language he had ever had exposure to was Hawaiian, and he didn’t speak Hawaiian himself as a California transplant. 
 
      
 
    Julian was excited to have passed the screening exam to be a linguist, signed all the documents, and began to prepare to head to Boot Camp.   
 
      
 
    Eighteen-year-old Elise was crushed. She couldn’t understand why her boyfriend, Julian, would choose to leave her for the Marine Corps.  He didn’t even like war movies.  It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    Elise dumped Julian on the spot and told him never to talk to her again. He would keep that promise for fourteen years.  
 
      
 
    Julian completed Recruit Training in San Diego, California, followed by Marine Combat Training at Camp Pendleton. He was never the Honor Graduate of the training but somehow managed to graduate in the dead center of his courses. 
 
      
 
    He was good at obeying orders, tactically proficient, yet lacked some of the physicality the other young Marines had. 
 
      
 
    Julian was able to understand that in the initial phases of training all of the yelling and screaming was just a mind game meant to instill discipline. He paid it no mind. In fact, at times, he found it quite funny. 
 
      
 
    After Marine Combat Training, Julian was sent to the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California, where he studied Russian. 
 
      
 
    The Defense Language Institute is an impressive institution. With a wide variety of language courses, students learn languages to a near native level of comprehensive in sometimes less than a year. 
 
      
 
    Julian was assigned Russian when he arrived. It was the language that he wanted, after all.   
 
      
 
    The Russian program at the Defense Language Institute at the time was forty-seven weeks long. The students endured forty-seven weeks of intensive Russian training with a team of six native Russian speakers.  It was the hardest academic training that Julian had ever experienced, but he managed to excel at it. 
 
      
 
    Julian graduated from the Defense Language Institute with honors and scores of 3/3/2+ on the proficiency test used to measure course graduates. These results were extremely rare for graduates of the program and were roughly equivalent to signifying a basic native level understanding of the Russian language. 
 
      
 
    After his language training, Julian was transferred to Fort Meade, Maryland, where he served one enlistment as a Russian linguist. He was a gifted linguist. His skills only improved with time. Within months of arrival, Julian was outperforming veteran Russian linguists who had been working for years. 
 
      
 
    Three years into his tour, Julian was approached by a recruiter with a joint unit called the Defense Strategic Threat Agency. This agency recruited highly proficient Russian speakers to serve as interpreters for Arms Control treaty compliance inspections. The work sounded extremely sexy to Julian, thus he submitted a package for acceptance to the program. 
 
      
 
    Julian was selected as an interpreter for the Defense Strategic Threat Agency and returned to Monterey, California where he endured another year of advanced Russian training. This training was light years beyond the intensity of the Russian Basic Course, and there were many days when Julian feared he might not pass.  
 
      
 
    Julian excelled in the course and left Monterey, California a second time with a Russian speaking proficiency level of 3+, roughly the level of graduate level native speaker of Russian. 
 
      
 
    Julian served as a Russian interpreter with the Defense Strategic Threat Agency in Darmstadt, Germany for three years. He frequently travels to Russia, Ukraine, and various countries of the Former Soviet Union, where he served as an interpreter for United States inspection teams. 
 
      
 
    Over a three-year period, Julian traveled to some twenty-eight countries across Europe and Eurasia. He even spent some time working for the Defense Attaché at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, Russia, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe in Chisinau, Moldova, and the United Nations in Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
      
 
    Roughly ten years into his service, while taking a semi-annual physical fitness test, Julian seriously injured his right knee. He tried his best to shrug it off, and hope that the pain would pass but there was nothing that could be done. The military doctors did not want to perform surgery on his knee, but the pain was too great to bear. 
 
      
 
    Six months later, no longer able to pass the three-mile run portion of the physical fitness test, Julian left the United States Marine Corps after ten years of service and returned home to Honolulu. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a lot of work for a Russian linguist on Oahu. There were plenty of Russian tourists and even a small Russian speaking community, but there weren’t a lot of jobs on the island for a former Marine Russian linguist.   
 
      
 
    Julian ended up working odd jobs for a while, mostly at the hotels in Waikiki. He wasn’t much into the nightlife anymore. He had spent enough time drinking in the Marine Corps, especially in Ukraine. 
 
      
 
    Julian was still single. He had never been in a serious relationship with a girl while in the Marine Corps. Honestly, he never had the time between inspections and business trips to balance it. 
 
      
 
    Yet, now, back alone in his small apartment in Waikiki there were many nights where his mind would turn to Elise, the eighteen-year-old local girl that he left ten years before for the sake of speaking Russian for Uncle Sam and Chesty Puller. 
 
      
 
    No matter how great the experiences were or the places he traveled, it was always painful for Julian to occasionally reflect on the fact that Elise was somewhere dancing with another man. 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER FIVE
Confronting Our Demons 
 
      
 
   E lise again could not sleep. This time, the issue wasn’t the lack of air conditioning.  The air conditioning in their rental cottage on K-Bay was working just fine. 
 
      
 
    Elise could not stop thinking about Julian. She lay awake all night, contemplating what she could have said to him on the tour in The Oblivion earlier that night and how she could have handled the situation better to yield answers to all of the pain which resided in her from her childhood.   
 
      
 
    She wanted Julian to apologize for leaving her all of those years ago, and she wanted to know why he felt compelled to leave. She wanted to know why the Marine Corps was more important than she was in those years, and also, she wanted to know how Julian knew that her Tutu Kane Kai had passed away, and why he cared.   
 
      
 
    Elise felt as if she deserved answers. It bothered her so badly that it kept her from sleeping until daybreak.   
 
      
 
    Elise spent the day hiking to the Lanikai Pillboxes with Evan, Maggie, and her parents, Anne and Kalani. The view of the Na Mokulua islands known as “The Mokes” or the “Twin Islands” from the pillboxes at Lanikai is one of the most breathtaking views in the world.  
 
      
 
    Elise tried to hide her exhaustion through sweat and a forced smile, yet, as she stood there a thousand feet off of the earth, her mind was subconsciously focused on The Oblivion, on Julian Carroll, and on the answers that she felt she desperately needed.  
 
      
 
    Elise decided to return to The Oblivion and confront Julian. She was leaving Oahu in three nights, and she needed answers from him. She deserved them, she felt. 
 
      
 
    That night, once Maggie had fallen asleep, Elise told Evan that she’s headed to visit an old girlfriend for a late dinner in Kalihi. He had no reason to doubt her honesty. 
 
      
 
    Elise dressed up somewhat nicely, grabbed the keys from the counter in the kitchen of the cottage, and headed to town. 
 
      
 
    She made her way straight towards Waikiki, to The Oblivion and would not stop until she had gotten the answers that she deserved. 
 
      
 
    Elise parked the rental car a few blocks from The Oblivion in a garage on Kalakaua Avenue and walked to the club. She was holding her heels in her hand and somewhat sprinting in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    When she arrived at the line, at around nine fifteen, thirty minutes before opening, there were already about twenty customers in line waiting to get inside. 
 
      
 
    Randy, the head of security, and Elise’s old friend stood at the rope. Elise skipped the line and headed straight to Randy. 
 
      
 
    “I need it now.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    “You know I can’t let you do that, girl.” Randy said. 
 
      
 
    Elise became irritated and raised her voice. 
 
      
 
    “You will let me in this fucking club right now.” She demanded. 
 
      
 
    Randy was not going to let Elise in, no matter how angry she got or how much of a scene she made. 
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to him, and I will leave. You have my word, I will leave.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    Randy had yet to see Julian that night in the club, but he was absolutely certain that allowing Elise inside would yield nothing but bad consequences.  He could tell that Elise was a girl on a mission, filled with rage, and on a one-way path to her own self-destruction, if that was what was required to get the answers she so desperately needed. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t let you in, Elise.” Randy said, “I won’t let you in.  Go home to your husband, girl. Go home to your baby girl. You got no business in this place. You got a life to live.  Go live it.” 
 
      
 
    Elise was only infuriated more. How dare Randy tell her to turn around and go back home. After all, she had lied to Evan, snuck out of the cottage, and traveled all the way back to The Oblivion on her own to see Julian.   
 
      
 
    She stood and argued, loudly with Randy for a good two to three minutes. The other customers became increasingly annoyed and went as far as to offer to help escort Elise off of the premises. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Randy received an order through his earbud. 
 
      
 
    “Let her in.” The voice said. 
 
      
 
    Julian had been watching from a closed-circuit camera in his office, saw the two of them arguing at the doorway, and made the call to let her in. 
 
      
 
    It was a call that’s painful for Julian to make. Most of his mind would have preferred if she stayed outside. 
 
      
 
    “He says to let you in.” Randy said, begrudgingly. 
 
      
 
    Randy pulled back the velvet rope and the front doors of The Oblivion swung open before nine forty-five for the first time in over two years. Elise entered the club, put her heels back on, and began to look around the large, empty grand showroom.   
 
      
 
    It looked a lot different without a thousand guests wedged as close as possible to the stage. Still impressive, but Elise could see what Julian meant when he mentioned it needed some updates. 
 
      
 
    Julian appeared seemingly out of nowhere in the middle of the open, empty room.   
 
      
 
    “We need to talk.” Elise said, angrily. 
 
      
 
    Julian approached her with a gentle advance, his head tucked nearly in shame. 
 
      
 
    “I just need to know why you left, Julian. Why did you go?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    Julian had been thinking about the answer to that question for the last fourteen years.   
 
      
 
    “I wanted to do something. I wanted to be something.” He said. “How am I any different than the soldier you are married to now?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there’s a world of difference.” Elise said. “When you left for the Marines, you decided I wasn’t important enough for you to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Elise.” Julian said. “Maybe it was important enough that I left.” 
 
      
 
    Elise could not understand what he meant by that.   
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” She asked. “Are you saying that you didn’t love me? Are you saying that you didn’t need me enough to stay with me and make it work?” 
 
      
 
    The question that Elise posed didn’t make too much sense. It was she, after all, who broke up with Julian when he decided to leave for Recruit Training. But, Julian was smart enough not to call her out on it. 
 
      
 
    “My life didn’t have meaning Elise,” Julian said, “Being a Marine gave me that; a feeling like I was contributing to our country… and it made me feel good. It still makes me feel good, what I did back then.” 
 
      
 
    “And how did you know about my grandfather passing away? Did you know I was back on the island?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    Julian cracked a slight smile at the question.   
 
      
 
    “It’s a small island, Elise. We went to school together. We have many of the same friends, even if we, ourselves haven’t spoken in fourteen years. 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t mean I don’t ask questions. It doesn’t mean I don’t care. I’m sure you’ve borne quite a lot of resentment, maybe even hate for me all of these years. You don’t have to.” He said. 
 
      
 
    Elise tried to devise a witty comeback or a snarky response to what Julian had just said.  She just couldn’t come up with anything that fit. What he had said actually sort of made sense. Maybe it wasn’t right to hate him. 
 
      
 
    From outside The Oblivion, Julian and Elise could hear the nine forty-five warning announcement for the cast members of The Extravaganza floor show to take their places. 
 
      
 
    “Stay for the show, Elise.” Julian said. “After all, if you watch how Maribel moves in the first act, you might see something you recognize. You might even recognize a little of yourself up there. Look for the angel off to the left.” 
 
      
 
    Elise stood silently. She had come into The Oblivion ready to attack Julian for what he had done to her, but now she could not.  She wasn’t angry anymore.   
 
      
 
    Only seconds remained before the doors of The Oblivion would fling open and the crowd would rush into the theater, trampling Julian and Elise. 
 
      
 
    “Go home, Elise.  Go home to your husband.  I’m not a good man anymore.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    The doors of The Oblivion flew open. A crowd of nearly a thousand people flooded in, giving Julian the opportunity that he needed to escape the room.   
 
      
 
    There was no way that Elise could leave until the show was over. She was stuck in the grand showroom, wedged between hordes of clubbers. 
 
      
 
    The lights went down and the show began. This time, Elise focused her attention on Maribel, the Russian waitress from the Heaven room that she met the night before. 
 
      
 
    As the Faust show transitioned into the second act, it became clear what Julian meant when he told her to stay and watch the show. Maribel, as Elise finally deduced, was performing the movements of a dance routine that Elise, herself, had practiced repeatedly for a school play at Castle High years before. She had tortured Julian a thousand times, making him watch and critique her moments so that she could perfect that dance. Julian remembered. He put it on the floor show. 
 
      
 
    Elise felt a surge of warmth and giddiness rushed through her as she watched Maribel dance. Elise smiled widely, as she continued to watch Maribel execute all of the moments of the dance which she had designed so many years before. Julian wasn’t a bad man, after all, she thought to herself. After all of these years, he hadn’t stopped thinking of her. He hadn’t forgotten. 
 
      
 
    The show ended and the lights dimmed. Elise turned and walked out of The Oblivion, headed to her rental car with a girlish smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    Yet, she failed to ask Julian the most important question of all: 
 
      
 
    How did he become the owner of The Oblivion? Why? And how could he have afforded it? 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER SIX
The Brotherhood Six 
 
      
 
   T he world had once again become obsessed with the Russians. The media was alighted with talks and accusations of Russian/American political collusion, Russian manipulation of social media, and even Russian manipulation of the American Presidential election results. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t possible to turn on a television, radio, podcast, or YouTube channel and not hear something about the Russians. 
 
      
 
    Having spent the better part of the last ten years of his life working with or around the Russians, Julian Carroll was attempting to ignore all of the Russian madness and focus on finding a steady, well paying, civilian job. 
 
      
 
    He had not been back in Waikiki for long. He was living in a small apartment just off of Kalakaua, working as a Concierge at the Moana Surfrider Hotel on the main drag of Waikiki. 
 
      
 
    On a random Sunday afternoon, Julian received a personal call to the Concierge desk of the Moana Surfrider. 
 
      
 
    “Is this Julian Carroll?” The voice on the other end asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, this is Julian. How may I help you?” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    In the short time that Julian had been working at the Surfrider, this was the first time that a caller had asked for him by name. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Eric Besson. I work for a contracting firm called Black Eagle.” The man on the phone said. 
 
      
 
    Julian had not heard of a contracting firm called Black Eagle and definitely did not know anyone named Eric Besson. 
 
      
 
    “We were referred to you by a colleague of ours at the Defense Strategic Threat Agency. They say you are one of the best Russian speakers on the market.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Hearing that was flattering to Julian’s ears, yet he didn’t personally think that he was one of the best. He was a California-born Hawaiian. There were plenty of native Russian speakers who were much more fluent in both languages. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I’d like to just sit down with you and talk about your potential on the outside of the military.  Give me thirty minutes of your time.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Julian agreed. The two men arranged a meeting the next week on Saturday afternoon at a Vietnamese restaurant in Kaneohe. Julian chose the Windward side of Oahu to prevent strangers from attaining his home address. Yet, most likely these guys already knew. 
 
      
 
    Eric looked, walked, talked, and smelled like a Fed. He was definitely ex-military, though by his demeanor, probably not a Marine. 
 
      
 
    The two men sat down at the table, and the conversation turned to business almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    “As I said on the phone,” Eric began, “We have heard that you are an extremely skilled Russian interpreter with military experience and we are interested in your services.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean interpreting services? I haven’t done private sector interpreting, but I guess that I could.” Julian said.  “My work has been mostly military or diplomatic.” 
 
      
 
    Eric shuffled the place settings around on the table and began to explain the situation in more detail. 
 
      
 
    “You seem like a pretty cultured guy.” Eric said. “I’m sure you’ve been watching the news and seeing these Russians.” 
 
      
 
    “Which ones?” Julian joked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” Eric said. “During your time at the Agency, did they ever tell you about the Brotherhood Six?” 
 
      
 
    Julian had no idea what the Brotherhood Six was or was referenced but assumed it was some sort of gang or secret society from the corny name. 
 
      
 
    “When the elections were hacked last November, the society of Russian hackers that took credit called themselves the Brotherhood Six. They didn’t put that on the news, but I am sure that you as a veteran Russian linguist is aware.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Julian wasn’t sure whether to believe Eric or not. He absolutely had never heard of a Brotherhood Six hacker society, even in the classified briefings that he received while still in the Marine Corps. 
 
      
 
    “No impact, no idea.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Eric reached into a leather satchel and pulled out a manila folder that contained a stack of files.  The documents were definitely classified, with the appropriate markings, yet Eric showed them to Julian with no pause. 
 
      
 
    “We know where they are.  All six of them.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Julian had trouble putting the pieces together. If Black Eagle knew where this Brotherhood Six was hiding, why couldn’t they round them up themselves? Why were they coming to him? 
 
      
 
    “We need your language help.” Eric began, “We need you on the team so that we can find and take these Russian fuckers out.” 
 
      
 
    By “take these Russian fuckers out,” Julian quickly surmised that Black Eagle was attempting to contract him to assist in the assassination of the Brotherhood Six. 
 
      
 
    “One million per head, wired to your bank account tax-free on delivery,” Eric said.  “Your mouth walks us on target, we pull the trigger, and ka-boingo, one million per.”   
 
      
 
    Julian couldn’t pause long enough to understand the gravity of what he was being offered. Could this be real? Was he being set up? Could he partake in this? Could he be the voice box of an assassination squad? 
 
      
 
    “How do I know that this is real?” Julian asked. “How do I know that you aren’t FBI trying to entrap me?” 
 
      
 
    Eric pointed to Julian’s smartphone which laid on the table in front of him.   
 
      
 
    “Check your bank account. Log in and check.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Julian picked up his phone and logged into his online banking account. To his surprise, just as Eric said, he had received a payment of exactly one million dollars showing as pending to his account. 
 
      
 
    “The first one is free. Well, in advance, but not free. This covers the first one.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    “How many of them are there?” Julian asked. 
 
      
 
    “As far as we know, there are just six of them. Hence the stupid ass name. But I guess there could be more.”  Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Julian couldn’t believe that he was actually mulling it over. He was making less than fifteen dollars an hour working at the Moana Surfrider. Six million dollars, tax-free, would change his entire world and give him the power to live the post-Marine Corps life he most desired. Maybe he would have even been able to win Elise back. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I’m in. As long as this is legit.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Eric smiled, tossing Julian the entire leather briefcase with the classified case files inside.   
 
      
 
    “Better study up.” Eric said. “These girls are slippery as shit.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, girls?” Julian asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Brotherhood Six is a bunch of damn Russian women. Every last one of them.”  Eric said with a pause, “and with your help, we’re going to kill them all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN
Chinaman´s Hat 
 
      
 
   E lise slept like a baby when she returned home from The Oblivion to their rental cottage on the Kaneohe Marine base. Evan woke up long enough to acknowledge that Elise was home and safe, and fell right back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    He would never suspect that she had gone to The Oblivion to see Julian. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Sunday, Elise and Evan loaded up the family and headed out from the Marine base to the Kualoa Beach Park, a beach about a thirty-minute drive from the base headed along Kahekili Highway bound to the North Shore. Elise had frequented this beach as a child, growing up nearby in Kaneohe. 
 
      
 
    Elise’s father, Kalani, and mother, Anne, were driving separately from their home in Kaneohe and planned to meet Elise and Evan at the beach park.   
 
      
 
    Kualoa Beach Park is a public beach park located across the street from the world famous Kualoa Ranch, where many classic Hollywood movies and television shows were filmed. This has been one of the top destinations on Evan’s bucket list on his first trip to Hawaii. 
 
      
 
    Directly across from the Kualoa Beach Park sits Mokoli’i Island, better known to locals and tourists as Chinaman’s Hat. They call the island Chinaman’s Hat because of its shape. Once you’ve seen the island, it’s quite obvious from where it gets its nickname. 
 
      
 
    Evan and Elise beat her parents to the Beach Park by about twenty minutes. They begin to unload their kayak, beach chairs, and snorkel gear from their rental car. At first, Elise wanted to help Evan carry the kayak to the beach, but they decided to wait for her father, Kalani to arrive to unload it. 
 
      
 
    Kalani and Anne rolled into the Beach Park within the next twenty minutes. Kalani helped Evan unload the kayak from the rental car and then together they carried it to the shoreline. 
 
      
 
    The family spent a few hours simply talking, laughing, exchanging stories about Grandfather Kai and made lighthearted jokes. Elise and Evan had only two days left in Hawaii, after all. 
 
      
 
    They all had family style picnic, complete with local dishes such as lau lau and kalua pig. Four-year-old Maggie was playing in the shallow water with a pair of blue floaty wings on.   
 
      
 
    After about two hours of eating, laughing, swimming, and lounging on the beach, Elise felt like taking the kayak out to Chinaman’s Hat.   
 
      
 
    She offered to take Maggie with her to the island, but Evan and Anne insisted that Elise go alone.   
 
      
 
    It took just under twenty minutes for Elise to reach Chinaman’s hat. She landed her kayak on the front side of the island, at an inlet just large enough to pull it aground. The kayak was a double tandem, fourteen feet in length and somewhat tough for Elise to handle herself.   
 
      
 
    Once she got the kayak ashore, Elise began the trek to the top of the island. It’s not a simple climb to the peak of Chinaman’s Hat. The rocks are painful to the soles of the feet, and Elise had forgotten her hiking shoes. She was wearing slippers that weren’t built for climbing. 
 
      
 
    When she made it to the top of Mokoli’i, Elise sat down and looked out across Kaneohe Bay to the Marine Base, shaped like a Hawaiian Honu green sea turtle. 
 
      
 
    “Turtle Island, right?” A voice said. “Isn’t that what you called it?” 
 
      
 
    It was unmistakably Julian. Elise didn’t have time to ask herself how he was there, she just answered him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” She said. “It has always been Turtle Island to me. Even if the Marines would say it is theirs.” 
 
      
 
    There was a slight moment of pause and awkwardness as Julian moved closer to sit beside Elise on the peak of Chinaman’s Hat. Yet, she didn’t resist him. She didn’t move away or shutter. 
 
      
 
    “You and this place on Sundays,” he said. “Some things never changed, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Things changed.” Elise said, making eye contact with Julian. 
 
      
 
    “And where will you go from here?” Julian asked. “Back to Germany with the Army, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    Elise looked back at the Marine Base across the water and answered him. “Yes, we will go back to Germany on Tuesday.” 
 
      
 
    The two sat quietly for a few minutes, gazing out over the water across Kaneohe Bay.   
 
      
 
    “What about you?” She asked, breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” He said. 
 
      
 
    “Where will you go from here?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    All Julian knew was The Oblivion. He knew that was the only place he was destined to go. 
 
      
 
    “You saw the show? You watched Maribel dance?” He asked, declining to answer Elise’s question. 
 
      
 
    “I saw it.” She said, “And I saw that you remembered.” 
 
      
 
    Julian admitted that he had designed that part of the show with Elise in mind. Her dance routine was something that he couldn’t erase from his childhood memory. 
 
      
 
    “You always loved to dance.” Julian said. “You should dance again.” 
 
      
 
    Elise smiled. She would love to dance again, but she knew that as an Army spouse and mother fate led her in a completely new direction. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t dance anymore.” Elise said. “Those days are long gone.” 
 
      
 
    Julian didn’t believe her. It had been over fourteen years since he had seen her, but if he knew anything, he knew that Elise had not forgotten to dance. 
 
      
 
    “Come to The Oblivion. Dance the show. We will give you the works: the hair, the makeup, the costume the jewels. I’ll just ask Maribel to take the night off from the show. I’m sure she will be relieved.” 
 
      
 
    As much as Elise wanted to dance again, even if it was just for a night on stage at Julian’s nightclub, there was absolutely no way that Evan would accept such an offer. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way, Julian” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    “And why is there no way, Elise?” Julian said. 
 
         Elise began to stand up from her seat atop the island and brushed off her legs and backside. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way because I am married, and a mother and I just don’t think it’s appropriate.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    There was just about nothing more that Elise would have wanted than to dance that stage at The Oblivion just once in front of a roaring crowd of a thousand guests. 
 
      
 
    “Are you even open Sundays?” Elise asked. 
 
      
 
    “Open. Absolutely open. Sunday is the new Friday.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Elise started climbing down from the peak of the island.   
 
      
 
    “Julian, I just can’t.” She said. 
 
      
 
    Julian just looked at her and grinned ear to ear.   
 
      
 
    “Fine.” He said, “I’ll ask him myself. Race ya.” 
 
      
 
    Just like children, Elise and Julian hurried down from the top of Chinaman’s Hat, racing to their kayaks. Julian leaped into his boat first and paddled with all of might as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Elise tried to keep up. She gave it all that she could.   
 
      
 
    Both were laughing again, just as they had on Sunday’s years before. 
 
      
 
    When Julian reached the Beach Park, Elise had fallen back by around two minutes. He looked back and saw her in the distance. She didn’t call out for him to stop. She was still smiling.   
 
      
 
    Julian approached Kalani and Anne, who immediately recognized him and were shocked to see him. They had run into Julian now and again around town but were not expecting to see him at the Beach Park. The three of them exchanged hugs and greetings under the tent where the family had set up their picnic lunch. 
 
      
 
    Evan, who was watching their daughter, Maggie on the beach, turned and saw Julian talking with Elise’s parents. He was confused as to what was going on and approached. 
 
      
 
    “Julian, hello, how are you?” Evan asked. “Strange seeing you out here.” 
 
      
 
    “I ran into Elise on Chinaman’s Hat. Thought I would come by and say hello.” Julian said.   
 
      
 
    Julian took a deep breath and walked towards Evan. 
 
      
 
    “Evan, if you don’t have plans tonight, I’d like to offer Elise to dance at The Oblivion.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, dance? Like in the show?” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    At this point, Kalani and Anne were also listening to what Julian had to say. They knew their daughter, and that it would mean the world for her to be able to dance again, even if it were just for one night. 
 
      
 
    “I would pay her, of course for her time.” Julian said. “I wouldn’t ask her to work for free.” 
 
      
 
    Evan looked back at Elise, who was pulling her bright yellow kayak ashore. Once she got the kayak up on land, Elise began to walk towards the spot where Julian stood, talking to her family. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you can do it?” Evan called out to Elise. 
 
      
 
    Elise just smiled.  “Of course, I can do it.” She said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER EIGHT
The Sight of Blood 
 
      
 
   J ulian’s first mission to Moscow with Black Eagle was the one that he remembered the most.  
 
      
 
    Some have considered the Moscow metro to be a work of art; a collection of Soviet area underground galleries tied to a highly efficient, if not dated, primary urban mode of mass transit. At every station, riders can pause to appreciate the display of Soviet-era relics which harken back to a time that many modern Russians wish had never passed. 
 
      
 
    Julian found himself standing on board of the metro, just short of the Barrikadnaya station in northwest Moscow, headed in the direction of the rally point, where he would meet the rest of the Black Eagle team.   
 
      
 
    It was early evening around six on a Friday night. The rush hour panic had died down. The metro car smelled of cigarettes, body odor, and cheap cologne. The car creaked as it sped along in the direction of Julian’s destination, the Chistye Prudy subway station, located on Myasnitskaya Street in northeastern-central part of the Russian Capital. 
 
      
 
    The four-man team travelled separately on commercial flights, having booked various hotel rooms across the city. 
 
      
 
    Julian was given a multi-entry visa and an official passport, although he was no longer a government employee. 
 
      
 
    The four-man team agreed to meet just outside of the Chistye Prudy Metro station at seven in the evening. Though they were not staying together in the same hotels, all of the men had become well enough acquainted during the workup to recognize each other without issue. 
 
      
 
    Julian, who had been hired by Black Eagle to take the lead for linguistics, had done research through online Russian open source and human sources. Without much trouble at all surfing the Russian social media website, Vkontakte, Julian was able to quickly attain a mountain of information against one of their primary targets, Natalya Alekseyevna Smirnova. 
 
      
 
    Natalya Smirnova, it seemed, made absolutely no attempt to hide or cover her online footprint. In fact, as far as Julian could gather based on her frequent blogging to Vkontakte, Facebook, Instagram, Reddit, and other online venues, Natalya was not interested in protecting her online profile in the least. 
 
      
 
    Smirnova was young, attractive, and fit. She was five foot four, one hundred pounds, soaking wet, on her worst day. She posted selfies to Instagram twice an hour. She wore designer clothes and six-inch stilettos, even on the winter while walking on the cobblestone Old Arbat Street of downtown Moscow.   
 
      
 
    Natalya did not fit the stereotypical profile of a politically motivated hacker. Yet, Black Eagle within the pages of its classified dossier had positive confirmation of her involvement in the Brotherhood Six, as well as her involvement in the election tampering so widely discussed in the media. 
 
      
 
    There were even cryptic posts made by Smirnova to several of her dozen social media accounts which indirectly confirmed her involvement. 
 
      
 
    Based on the ease of locating her, Natalya would be the first member of The Six to fall. 
 
      
 
    From a post which she made to her Instagram account the night before, Natalya Smirnov was planning to visit a bar, called Dream Bar, on Myasnitskaya Street, the northeastern corner of Moscow that night. 
 
      
 
    Dream Bar was walking distance from the Chistye Prudy station. Julian, as he was nervous to be involved in such an operation for the first time was the first of the team to arrive. In fact, he was so nervous that he lit up a cheap Marlboro cigarette and wrung out his hands as he waited for the others. 
 
      
 
    Eric, the Black Eagle contractor who had recruited Julian, arrived soon after.  
 
      
 
    “You saw the other two fuckers yet?” Eric asked as he approached Julian. 
 
      
 
    Julian shook his head.   
 
      
 
    It was only about thirty seconds later when the last two members of the team, Paul, a short Hispanic male with a military flat top haircut, and Scott, a tall, heavy set Caucasian man with a scruffy beard. Scott was wearing a red and black flannel button down, which along with his long beard was a hipster trend yet to catch on in Russia. 
 
      
 
    “What are you supposed to be, a fucking lumberjack?” Eric asked Scott with a half serious tone. 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward silence as the team waited for the first person to take the lead and get them to Dream Bar. 
 
      
 
    Julian spoke up and explained where they would be going. It wouldn’t be too strange for a group of Americans to be headed out to a bar on a Friday night in Moscow. There was no reason for the team to attempt to act like anything but fun seekers. 
 
      
 
    Julian had visited Dream Bar several years earlier while he was a military interpreter for the Defense Strategic Threat Agency. It was a nice enough place, with a higher end crowd of mostly Moscow locals. The majority of the clientele of Dream Bar were well educated, had studied or worked abroad, and even spoke English. 
 
      
 
    All indications from Natalya Smirnova’s Instagram account pointed to the fact that she spoke English as well. This would have made things much easier for the Black Eagle team, at least in theory. 
 
      
 
    The team walked slowly down Myasnitskaya Street towards Dream Bar.  It was a warm and muggy Friday night in Moscow. It was late enough in the evening that streets weren’t that crowded, yet early enough that the bars weren’t so crowded and there wouldn’t be a problem for the four men to get into the bar without a reservation. 
 
      
 
    The real reason that Julian was needed for the operation against Natalya Smirnova was to ensure that Black Eagle’s handguns made it past Face Control. Face Control was a phenomenon which was uniquely Russian. They were bouncers, but their primary role was to keep customers of undesired races out of the club. Most of all, their concern were immigrants for the caucuses. 
 
      
 
    If Face Control had found the Sig Sauer MK25 handguns that the team was carrying, the entire operation would have been a bust. It was up to Julian to distract the two Face Controls and prevent any issues from the team.  
 
      
 
    Julian and the Black Eagle team approached the front door of Dream Bar. Without allowing Face Control to confront them and present them all with their traditional probe of “Are you local?” Julian took the offensive and began a line of questioning on the two bodyguards in the best Muscovite Russian accent he could muster. 
 
      
 
    “Is Natalya Alekseyevna here yet?” Julian asked the two. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” One of the Face Control asked. 
 
      
 
    “Natalya Aleksyevna Smirnova, is she here yet? Don’t fuck with me.” Julian said in Russian. 
 
      
 
    To his surprise, the bouncer bought Julian’s Russian accent and even responded somewhat positively to his order not to fuck with him. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” The bouncer asked Julian. 
 
      
 
    “Viktor Aleksandrovich Markov. Her agent. These three American men are my associates from a modeling agency in Los Angeles. We are here to celebrate Natalya’s success and her new modeling contract.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    That line could have caused trouble for the team. Julian had no idea if Natalya Alekseyevna had any interest in modeling, other than the selfies he had seen on her Instagram. 
 
      
 
    “Come to our table later, gentlemen.” Julian said. “We will all celebrate with champagne.” 
 
      
 
    “Natalya hasn’t arrived yet. But, we know she is coming.” One of the men answered. 
 
      
 
    The Face Control agents stepped back and let the four men into the club without patting them down. One of the bodyguards then motioned to the hostess not to charge the group a cover charge. 
 
      
 
    The four men walked over to the bar, where Julian made small talk in Russian with the female bartender asking for English menus for his friends. 
 
      
 
    Julian passed the menus around to the team, and they took seats around the bar. They were shocked by the prices of the drinks. 
 
      
 
    “You sure this chick is coming here?” Eric asked Julian. 
 
      
 
    Julian reached into his jeans and pulled out his smartphone. He opened up Instagram and pulled up Natalya Smirnova’s life story which she had posted less than an hour before. She was inviting her followers to meet her at Dream Bar that night. 
 
      
 
    “She will be here.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    The men ordered drinks, left their barstools, and headed to a table, just off to the side of a small dance floor. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long after they sat down at their table that they noticed a large group of girls, most of which were in their twenties, enter the bar. 
 
      
 
    Natalya Smirnova was right in the middle of the group. It was obvious she was the leader of the pack.   
 
      
 
    The women were loud, laughing and talking as they slowly made their way from Face Control to a group of reserved VIP tables beside the dance floor which had been roped off for them. 
 
      
 
    “You have a plan, ladies’ man?” Eric asked Julian. 
 
      
 
    In reality, Julian didn’t have a plan, and he wasn’t a ladies’ man. Julian had only slept with one woman in his entire life, after all, and that was with Elise at eighteen years old.   
 
      
 
    After Elise, while he was in the Marine Corps, Julian was just too plain shy to talk to girls. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I have a plan.” Julian said.   
 
      
 
    He was too committed at this point to admit that he had no clue what to do in this situation. There had to be a way for him to get the girls’ attention. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Scott asked. 
 
      
 
    Julian reached over and picked up his cocktail.   
 
      
 
    “The plan is to drink. Just chill the fuck out and drink.” Julian said, taking a large sip from his fruity glass. 
 
      
 
    The men followed Julian’s lead and began to drink somewhat heavily, exchange bullshit stories, and make typical comments about how hot the Russian women were and what they would have done to them. This was despite the fact that none of them had the balls to actually talk to one of the girls. 
 
      
 
    After about an hour of sitting, drinking, and watching; fearing that he might lose the opportunity, Julian made the decision to act. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, I’ve got this.” Julian said, getting up from the table. 
 
      
 
    Julian walked over to the group of girls in the VIP section with Natalya Smirnova sitting in the center of the group. The girls all looked at him, wondering why he had approached them. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, I’m Julian Carroll.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    He decided to take the risk and speak English, hoping that the girls might also speak English, think it is cool and want to talk with him. 
 
      
 
    If not, he knew he could default to his Russian. 
 
      
 
    “Hello.” Natalya answered for the group of girls, smiling. “Are you boys Americans?” 
 
      
 
    “Why, yes, we are. How did you know?” Julian asked. 
 
      
 
    “The clothes, the way you walk, the way you do just about everything.” Natalya said. 
 
      
 
    “If I spoke Russian, would it make things better?” Julian asked. 
 
      
 
    Natalya smiled, seemingly beginning to flirt with Julian.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, you speak Russian, now.” Natalya said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I speak Russian.” Julian said in Russian. 
 
      
 
    Switching back to English, Julian moved a little closer to the VIP table where Natalya was sitting.   
 
      
 
    “So, I bet my friend Eric, the guy over there in the Polo, that I could get you to take a selfie with me for Instagram.” Julian said. “He said if you did it, he would buy me a bottle of champagne. I could totally use the champagne right now. Want to share?”     
 
      
 
    Natalya laughingly obliged, got up from the VIP table and snapped a selfie with Julian in front of the dance floor. 
 
      
 
    Julian thanked her and returned to the table with Eric and the Black Eagle team. 
 
      
 
    “Well, damn.” Eric said. “You wasted no time talking to her.” 
 
      
 
    Julian smirked, picking up his cocktail for another sip. 
 
      
 
    “You owe her a bottle of champagne.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Eric motioned to the waitress to come to the table.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s make it two bottles, and we all go over to the VIP. Think those Russian bitches will go for that?” Eric asked Julian. 
 
      
 
    “They will definitely go for that.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    The waitress comes to their table and Eric orders two bottles of premium champagne, sliding her his Black Eagle credit card. Julian gives her instructions in Russian to deliver the bottles to the VIP table where Natalya Smirnova is sitting with her friends. 
 
      
 
    The four men get up from their table with their cocktails in hand and walk towards Natalya’s table just as the two bottles of champagne on ice are being delivered.   
 
      
 
    “Make that two bottles of champagne.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    The men were all welcomed into the VIP area by Natalya and her group of friends. Paul and Scott began to mingle with the girls in English, while Eric was trying his best to uncork one of the bottles of champagne. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing in Moscow?” Natalya asked Julian. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just here visiting with friends.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you do for work?” Natalya asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, right now I’m sort of in between jobs. But, I’d like to open my own bar.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you learn your Russian?” Natalya asked. 
 
      
 
    “In the military.” Julian said. “I was a Marine before.” 
 
      
 
    Natalya had seen a few American movies, but she didn’t know very much about American Marines.   
 
      
 
    “And these Marines taught you to speak Russian?” Natalya asked. 
 
      
 
    Julian handed Natalya a glass of champagne.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, they did. I guess I’m lucky they did too.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” Natalia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to meet you.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Natalya blushed and smiled, sipping on her flute of champagne.   
 
      
 
    The flattery was working, and she began to talk more and more with Julian who sat respectfully next to her, listening to her stories and eagerly looking through all of her Instagram posts, all of which he had secretly already seen. 
 
      
 
    As the night went on, Julian and Natalya even danced some together, smoked a hookah together, and finally even shared a kiss. 
 
      
 
    As he kissed her, Julian looked Natalya in the eyes and told her that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She raised her smartphone and took another selfie of them kissing. Julian played along. 
 
      
 
    That night, Natalya went back to Julian’s hotel. All of them had gotten so drunk that Julian wasn’t sure where Eric or the Black Eagle team had gone.   
 
      
 
    Natalya and Julian made love in his hotel room with an open window facing out towards the famous Russian Kremlin and Red Square. He kissed her passionately, and then, once they climaxed, he held her in a quiet embrace. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about your bar.” She said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. It’s just an idea.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “Like the Dream Bar? A bar like this, you want to build?” Natalya asked. 
 
      
 
    “Much bigger.” Julian said, “I’m going to build the biggest club you’ve ever seen, with a nightly burlesque show better than any show in Las Vegas.” 
 
      
 
    “Las Vegas.” Natalya said. “Now, that’s where I would like to go.” 
 
      
 
    Julian pulled Natalya in tight, kissed her on the head and they both drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    At four twenty-five in the morning, there was a rustle at the door to Julian’s hotel room, an audible pop, and then they opened ever so slowly. 
 
      
 
    Julian and Natalya lay asleep in the bed; the door opening had not aroused them. 
 
      
 
    The Black Eagle team entered the room without turning on the lights. They approached the bed silently. 
 
      
 
    Eric reached out and grabbed Julian’s leg, pulling him firmly to the ground. Julian impacted harshly and unexpectedly, knocking a side table to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Scott raised their Sig Sauer MK25 pistols and each fired two shots at close range into Natalya’s naked body.   
 
      
 
    Julian leapt up from the ground, scrambling to get back to Natalya as Eric held him back. 
 
      
 
    Natalya never knew what hit her. She laid lifeless. 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Kid.” Eric said to Julian, holding him back firmly. 
 
      
 
    Julian’s eyes welled with tears. He looked down at Natalya’s naked, blood-soaked body entangled in his sheets. 
 
      
 
    Julian closed his eyes tightly and asked himself what sort of man had he become, and at what price. 
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER NINE
A Dance in the Moonlight 
 
      
 
   E lise tossed her suitcase up onto the bed of their small cottage on the Kaneohe Bay Marine Corps Base. She hurriedly rustled through all of her clothes a dozen times, and could not choose an outfit she felt would be appropriate for that night. 
 
      
 
    Evan wished that she would stop for a moment, stop panicking over her outfit and enjoy the beauty of the secret hideaway beach off of Kaneohe Bay which lay in front of their cottage door. 
 
      
 
    Yet, he knew how much it meant for her to have been invited by Julian to dance that night. After watching the show in The Oblivion and seeing Elise’s wide eyes staring in wonder, he knew that there was no way she would miss it. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t find anything.” Elise said with frustration. 
 
      
 
    “Julian said they would give you an outfit.” Evan said. 
 
      
 
    Elise knew what Julian had said, but it didn’t matter. She wanted to look her best when she arrived. He told her to arrive no later than six in order to give her time to run through the show a few times and still have time for costuming, hair and makeup. 
 
      
 
    Elise had not been this excited in at least a decade. She envisioned herself up on the stage in The Oblivion, dancing in front of a thousand guests, all looking on at her in amazement. She was shivering with anticipation, but could not wait to begin. 
 
      
 
    It was three o’clock in the afternoon. Elise finally picked out a blue and white dress which she thought would be suitable enough to make an entrance at The Oblivion when she arrived for the rehearsal at six. 
 
      
 
    She walked out onto the beach in front of the cottage, wiggling her toes in the sand, while looking out at Chinaman’s Hat Island which was visible across the bay. Maggie played in the ankle-deep water below her feet, chasing tiny black crabs that darted in and out of the sand too quickly for the four-year-old to grasp. 
 
      
 
    Evan soon walked out of the cottage and stood beside Elise on the beach, slowly draping his arms around her. They sat down in the sand and just watched the waves quietly. 
 
      
 
    At just past four o’clock, Elise stood up from the sand, gave Maggie a tight hug and walked back to the cottage to get ready. 
 
      
 
    While in the shower, she practiced the movements of her dance. It had been over fourteen years, but she hadn’t forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Elise slipped on her blue and white dress, fixed her makeup and hair, and by five o’clock was walking out of the cottage, shoes in hand. Evan saw her walking out of the room and jogged towards the door. 
 
      
 
    “You look great,” He said. “Good luck, Baby.” 
 
      
 
    Elise smiled and thanked him. 
 
      
 
    “You’re planning to come, right?” Elise asked. 
 
      
 
    Evan nodded.   
 
      
 
    “Your dad said he would watch Maggie. Your mom will drive me.” Evan said. 
 
      
 
    With that, Elise gave Evan a kiss on the cheek, opened the door of the rental car, and sped off in the direction of Waikiki. 
 
      
 
    Elise arrived at The Oblivion well before six. The nine-story building looked a lot different in the daylight than at night. There was something a lot plainer and a lot less sinister about it while it was bathed in the Waikiki sunlight. 
 
      
 
    There was no bouncer yet posted out front, no velvet rope, and no line of clubbers. The giant cast iron doors were shut, and the building seemed to be empty judging from the exterior. 
 
      
 
    Elise had to knock hard on the doors twice before she got a response. Maribel finally pulled the large doors open and welcomed Elise inside.   
 
      
 
    Maribel was wearing a cutoff white tank top and jean shorts, much more casual than the fancy blue and white dress with heels that Elise had chosen. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to work?” Maribel asked. “I will teach you what I know.” 
 
      
 
    Elise nodded her head rapidly in excitement, smiling. 
 
      
 
    Maribel led Elise into the showroom, where the majority of The Oblivion’s staffs was already in place preparing to practice for that evening’s show.   
 
      
 
    Maribel took another look at the dress that Elise was wearing. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to be able to move in this dress.” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the only thing I brought.” Said Elise. 
 
      
 
    Maribel took Elise by the hand and led her to a changing room through a secret passage through a wall of the showroom. 
 
      
 
    “There are plenty of dance clothes here. You can’t dance dressed as Alice in Wonderland.” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    Elise grabbed the first t-shirt and shorts she could find that looked as if they would fit her. She put the clothes on and followed Maribel out into the showroom. 
 
      
 
    The other dancers welcomed Elise and pointed out where she would be standing at the beginning of the show. 
 
      
 
    Maribel began to teach Elise the routine, much of which she already knew by heart. Elise paid close attention to the transitions, lines, and movements of the other characters, and to the raising and lowering of the house lights and music. 
 
      
 
    Elise was all falling into place perfectly. After the third time through, Elise was not only flawlessly nailing the performance of her character’s dance, but was also encouraging the other dancers who were having trouble with their own. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a natural.” Maribel said. “You should dance more often.” 
 
      
 
    Elise didn’t have the heart to tell Maribel that the routine was her own design, the design of a fifteen-year-old Hawaiian girl.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    The dancers broke for costumes, hair, and makeup. Maribel pulled Elise aside from the others. 
 
      
 
    “Follow the others to wardrobe and tell them you will dance for me tonight. They will make you the most beautiful angel you could imagine.” Maribel said. “If you need me, I will be at my bar.” 
 
      
 
    Maribel left the showroom, walked over to an elevator and took it up to Heaven on the ninth floor. Elise followed the other employees to the wardrobe. 
 
      
 
    Just as Maribel had promised, the wardrobe, hair, and makeup staff began to transform Elise. 
 
      
 
    “Hang in there darling,” said one of the beauticians, “I’ll wake you when we are done.” 
 
      
 
    Maribel walked off the elevator onto the ninth floor and into the Heaven bar. She turned on the lights and ran her palm along the pillow-white cloud bar as she traversed the room, taking her place behind the bar. 
 
      
 
    As she began to inventory the bottles and cash in the till, Julian entered the bar from the elevator, and slowly walked to the bar, taking a seat in front of Maribel on one of the golden barstools. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Julian.” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    Julian didn’t respond to Maribel immediately. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do a five spice Old Fashion.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Maribel was shocked by Julian’s request, turned and gave him an inquisitive look. 
 
      
 
    “The rules just went out the window, Maribel.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Maribel mixed Julian the Old Fashion, carefully slid it over to him, then sat down beside him on a golden barstool. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see her dance?” Julian asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she can dance.” Maribel said. “She learned it first try.” 
 
      
 
    Julian took a long sip of his old fashion, then placed his head in his hand for a moment, feeling nearly defeated. 
 
      
 
    “You loved her, I take it.” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    Julian looked up at Maribel again, picking up his drink for another sip. 
 
      
 
    “When I see her, it's like all of the happiness and the pain comes rushing back all at once. She can’t be mine anymore, Maribel. She can’t be, and I don’t know if I would want her to be.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “But she has come back to you, Julian.” Maribel said. “She has come back to your Oblivion, for you. To dance for you.” 
 
      
 
    Julian took the last sip of his Five Spice Old Fashion and slid it back across the bar. He stood up, rubbing his fingers through the fluffy white cloud on the top of the bar as he began to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “This has always been my favorite room.” Julian said.   
 
      
 
    *** 
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 CHAPTER TEN
The White Rabbit 
 
      
 
   T he details were initially very sketchy, but Julian’s orders and mission were clear. 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed geolocation. Brotherhood Six. Three PAX. Frankfurt, Germany. Confirm receipt.” The initial chain of texts on the Black Eagle WhatsApp channel read. 
 
      
 
    Julian confirmed receipt of the texts, then checked his personal e-mail account to find his boarding passes and hotel confirmation.  
 
      
 
    It had been two months since he had traveled to Moscow with Black Eagle. Not a day had gone by that he didn’t think about making love to Natalya Smirnova and not a night passed where his dreams were not haunted by images of her death. 
 
      
 
    As Julian walked out of the Frankfurt Airport and waited by the curb for his Uber, an unfamiliar chill struck his face. He hadn’t felt the cold wind nearly two years since he had been working in Europe as an interpreter for the Defense Strategic Threat Agency.  
 
      
 
    Julian lit up a cigarette and checked WhatsApp for updates from the team as he waited for the driver to arrive. It had been a few hours he had gotten a message from Eric on the channel and it was still unclear where the team would rally that evening. 
 
      
 
    The Uber, a black Audi, pulled up the curb and picked up Julian. He put out his cigarette and jumped in the back of the vehicle, casually greeting the driver as they began to drive toward Julian’s hotel.   
 
      
 
    Julian opened the text channel and asked if any of the team had arrived. There was no response from Eric, Paul, or Scott. 
 
      
 
    The driver made small talk with Julian in perfect English as they drove. Julian told the driver that he was a tourist visiting Frankfurt for the first time. This wasn’t the full truth. Julian had been to Frankfurt many times, he had just never taken the time to admire it. 
 
      
 
    The Uber dropped Julian at the Intercontinental hotel in downtown Frankfurt. He had never stayed in a hotel as nice as the Intercontinental before. He felt out of place when he walked into the lobby and began to admire the luxury. He wasn’t paying for this trip, he thought. He might as well enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    Julian checked into his room, a double king suite with a view of downtown Frankfurt, and sat down for a moment on the bed and turned on the television. He picked up his phone and checked the WhatsApp channel. Still nothing. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated, Julian turned off the television and headed down to the lobby. He walked out of the Intercontinental hotel and headed a block north, where he found a small Turkish Doner Kebab restaurant on the corner. Julian had forgotten just how much he missed Doner Kebab. He walked into the shop, ordered a double meat Doner Kebab with Feta cheese, and promptly sat down to devour it. 
 
      
 
    Halfway into his meal, Julian received a text from Eric. 
 
      
 
    “7 pm. German beer next to your hotel.” It read. 
 
      
 
    Julian finished his Doner Kebab and walked back the Intercontinental to take a shower and wait. He called down to the concierge and asked where the closest brewery or pub was. Eric had not specified exactly where they were meeting, and there were plenty of “German beer” places in Frankfurt.   
 
      
 
    Just before seven, Julian walked out of his hotel and headed a block and a half east as the concierge had instructed him. He could already see the other three members of the Black Eagle team, Eric, Scott, and Paul sitting at a table through the window from the street. 
 
      
 
    Julian walked into the restaurant, made his way over to the table, and sat down beside Scott. 
 
      
 
    “How you feeling, buddy?” Eric asked. 
 
      
 
    Julian didn’t respond. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I hope you’re not torn up about that Russian cunt.” Eric said. “These bitches are toxic, brother. You can’t go sticking your dick in them and expect things to turn out right.” 
 
      
 
    Julian didn’t find Eric funny at all, but he held his anger back. Yes, he knew from the beginning that their mission was to locate and neutralize Natalya. He had been paid very well for it. But, the way that Eric talked about her nearly made Julian sick to his stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Let me brighten your day.” Eric said. “We’ve got three of these chicks geolocated to a house in Darmstadt, about thirty minutes from here. Three birds with one stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you need me, then?” Julian said. “If you know where they are and you have confirmation, it sounds like you don’t need linguistic support.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re saying you don’t want your three million then, Julian?” Eric asked. 
 
      
 
    Julian lost his temper and stood up for a moment.   
 
      
 
    “No, what I am saying is that it sounds like you don’t need a linguist on this mission and that I don’t like killing people - for fun or for money.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “First of all,” Eric said, “Sit down and quiet the fuck down before one of these Germans hears you. They all speak English. Second thing, we do need a linguist on this mission. You will be coming with us. We are going to need you to “talk” to these women before we take care of business.” 
 
      
 
    The men finished dinner and headed back to Julian’s hotel room at the Intercontinental. As they walked into the suite, Eric flung a portfolio with classified papers onto one of the King-sized beds. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all in here,” Eric said. “There are at least three of them holed up in Darmstadt. Twenty minutes from here. The cyber guys have confirmed they are operating from here, and we have eyes on they are doing it together. We need to move.” 
 
      
 
    Julian still could not understand why they needed him to interpret if they had the location of the hackers’ safe house. 
 
      
 
    “If you know where the Brotherhood Six is, why don’t you three just raid the house and call it a day?” Julian asked. 
 
      
 
    Eric sat down at the table in Julian’s hotel kitchen.   
 
      
 
    “Because we don’t have confirmation that the White Rabbit is with them.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    This was the first time Eric or Black Eagle had referenced a White Rabbit. 
 
      
 
    “The White Rabbit is the self-proclaimed leader of this Ya-Ya Sisterhood. We take her out, this whole game stops. But, we haven’t had eyes on. She could be in New York for all we know.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    Paul walked over the bed and pulled some imagery out of the portfolio, handing it over to Julian. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty simple.” Eric began, “We roll up on these chicks in the middle of the night. Find the White Rabbit, kill her, collect our paydays and get back to being great American patriots. Or, we don’t find the White Rabbit, interrogate the other Brotherhood women, kill them, collect our paydays, and keep looking for the White Rabbit. Your job is the interrogation part, of course, because none of us speak communist.” 
 
      
 
    The men spoke around the table for a few hours, then began to prepare their Sig Sauer MK25s and other equipment for the job. 
 
    At around two in the morning, they walked out of Julian’s hotel room, bound for a vehicle parked in a nearby garage. 
 
      
 
    Julian and the Black Eagle team rolled by to a non-descript, one-story stone house on the outskirts of Darmstadt, Germany at just shy of three in the morning. They approached with the lights off and parked far enough away not to draw attention. 
 
      
 
    The plan was to make a quick, flash bang grenade entrance into the house while preventing any of the Brotherhood members to escape.   
 
      
 
    Scott popped the trunk of the four dour Renault they arrived in and retrieved an Enforcer battering ram, weighing around forty pounds. 
 
      
 
    Scott then positioned himself in front of the front door of the house with the battering ram at the ready. Eric and Paul were on either side of Scott, with MK25s drawn. Julian stood behind the three of them, holding the pin of a flash bang grenade, prepared to toss it. 
 
      
 
    “On my signal.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
      
 
    “Go.” Eric said. 
 
      
 
    On command, Scott slammed open the wooden front door with the battering ram. Simultaneously, Julian ripped out the pin of the flash bang and tossed it into the house. 
 
      
 
    The grenade flashed and exploded. Scott dropped the battering ram and the men charged into the home in a fan shape, weapons were drawn. 
 
      
 
    “Get the fuck on the floor! Get the fuck down right now!” Eric screamed as he began to clear the rooms of the house. 
 
      
 
    There were four women in the house, all in their pajamas or underwear having been awoken in the dead of night, who were scrambling to find a way out. The high quality rolladen window shutters were down and prevented an escape from the window.   
 
      
 
    All of the Black Eagle team were now screaming at the women. “Get down! Get on the fucking ground!”   
 
      
 
    Paul fired off a negligent discharge into a wall from the anxiety of the situation. The women, in fear, hit the deck. 
 
      
 
    Eric forced the four women together into a circle. They were in their pajamas. Eric then called Julian over to translate for him. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Scott encircled the Russian girls, guns drawn and fingers on the triggers. 
 
      
 
    Eric began asking the women a series of questions, which Julian translated into Russian. 
 
      
 
    “Which one of you is the White Rabbit?”  
 
      
 
    None of the women responded. 
 
      
 
    “We will kill every last one of you cunts.” Eric said. “Which of you is the White Rabbit?” 
 
      
 
    One of the women, who was thin with reddish brown hair and tattoos spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “You will kill us no matter what.” The woman said in English. 
 
      
 
    Eric became even more irritated and short tempted.  
 
      
 
    Eric motioned to Paul and Scott. “Keep your pieces on these bitches.” Eric said. “If we have to water board every single last one of them, we will find out which one of them is the White Rabbit.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the loud and distinct sound of glass breaking could be heard from outside the house, followed by two gunshots. 
 
      
 
    Eric turned to Julian. “Get the fuck out there and see what is going on!” Eric ordered. 
 
      
 
    Julian ran out from the front door of the house. There was a blonde woman, facing away from him with a pistol in her hand. She had fired two shots into the Renault rental car and broken out the windshield. Julian raced towards her. She did not even turn around to look at Julian, just began running away from him down the street. 
 
      
 
    As they ran, Julian could see a tattoo peeking up just over the jeans she was wearing. He could hardly make it out at first, but as he tried to catch the woman, he was able to squint just enough to see it. It was a tattoo of a white rabbit.   
 
      
 
    The woman kept running away, still not turning back. Julian continued to give chase, but he was slower than she was. He hadn’t run since the Marine Corps, and his knees were completely shot. 
 
      
 
    The woman stopped for a moment, about a hundred feet in front of Julian. Still facing away, she raised a detonator in the air just above her right shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Julian sprinted towards The White Rabbit, his broken knee writhing in pain.    
 
      
 
    Without saying a word, The White Rabbit pressed the trigger on the detonator. The stone house behind Julian exploded. He hit the deck in an immediate action drill, covering his head to protect himself from shrapnel. 
 
      
 
    Following the explosion, Julian leapt again to his feet. The White Rabbit was long gone. 
 
      
 
    Julian returned to the now burning stone house. They were all dead. All of them. Eric, Paul, Scott and four of the Brotherhood Six. All were dead. Julian looked in and could only see flame, bodies, and mangled flesh. He didn’t dare to enter. No one could be saved. 
 
      
 
    He just ran. Julian ran out of the neighborhood to the closest and safest place he could find, a gas station three blocks away. 
 
      
 
    Julian huddled up against a wall and waited. He could hear the roaring of Polizei sirens as the German police streamed towards to the rubble of the stone house which was engulfed in flame. 
 
      
 
    Julian felt vibrations in his pocket. He was getting texts. He pulled out his phone from his jeans. There were messages in the WhatsApp channel. 
 
      
 
    “Requesting status report” The text read. 
 
      
 
    “They are all dead.” Julian responded. 
 
      
 
    “All?” The text continued. “Who is dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Eric. Paul. Scott. All KIA.” Julian answered. 
 
      
 
    There was about a thirty-second pause. 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood Six status report” The texting continued. 
 
      
 
    “Four women KIA.” Julian texted. 
 
      
 
    There was another uncomfortable pause. 
 
      
 
    “White Rabbit?” The text chain asked. 
 
      
 
    “White Rabbit Missing in Action. Made visual. Blonde, 5’3’’ 100-110 lb. White Rabbit tramp stamp. Detonated house. On run. No Further Information.” Julian texted. 
 
      
 
    After about a minute, the texts continued. 
 
      
 
    “Deposit made. Confirm receipt. Return to Base and standby for orders on White Rabbit, next bounty double current deposit.” The texts stated, going silent. 
 
      
 
    Julian opened his mobile banking app as the sun began to rise in the distance. A deposit for sixteen million dollars had just been made to his account. He had been paid the bounties of all the now deceased members of Black Eagle in addition to his own. 
 
      
 
    “Receipt confirmed.” Julian responded on WhatsApp. 
 
      
 
    He dropped his cellphone onto the ground and ran his fingers through his hair, out of anxiety and excitement.   
 
      
 
    He could finally open the nightclub he always wanted, he thought to himself; if he could just find a way out of Germany. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Important Things 
 
      
 
   T he makeup artist hurriedly finished his work on Elise’s face, spinning her around to finally see herself in a mirror. She was completely unrecognizable.   
 
      
 
    She had been transformed from a Polynesian princess into a white and gold angel. Her tanned skin had been airbrushed powder white, with flecks of white, gold, and silver covering her entire body. They had given her long golden eyelashes, and hair so blonde that it seemed to glow like rays of sunlight. 
 
      
 
    Elise was wearing a sexy gold flaked top and skirt, a costume far sexier than any angel she had ever seen on TV or in the movies. 
 
      
 
    Elise thought that she looked fiercely radiant. She welled with pride and excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Like?” Asked the makeup artist. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the nightly nine forty-five warning called out over the loudspeakers of The Oblivion. 
 
      
 
    “The time is 2145. All performers, stagehands, and technicians report to sublevel three immediately. Repeat. The time is 2145. All performers, stagehands, and technicians report to sublevel three immediately.” The voice said. 
 
      
 
    “We have to move!” One of the other dancers shouted to Elise. 
 
      
 
    Elise jumped up out of her chair, quickly thanked the makeup artist, then followed the crowd of other dancers that were racing from the wardrobe room to Sublevel Three. 
 
      
 
    “Careful not to break a sweat!” The makeup artist called out to Elise as she disappeared down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Elise and the others descended two sets of wide stairs that dumped out onto a stage floor elevator on a trolley system, two levels below the main stage.   
 
      
 
    She could see her spot marked on the floor, and quickly took her place and assumed her opening pose. The other dancers fell in around her, all of the seemingly freezing into place, preparing for the stage floor to raise them up to the entrance level and for the show to begin. 
 
      
 
    All of the dancers were dead silent. 
 
      
 
    “Standby for the countdown.” Said one of the stagehands. 
 
      
 
    The chiming of the clock to signal the beginning of the show began to ring out as the stage quickly on sublevel three ascended as if guided by a metronome to the main flow.   
 
      
 
    On the tenth chime of the clock, the exploded to live in a flash of light of sound, and the show began.   
 
      
 
    Elise didn’t freeze. She didn’t study exactly how many eyes were fixed on her, though they numbered over a thousand. 
 
      
 
    She began to dance, slowly and seductively, perfectly executing the movements that she had designed as a teenager. She focused on every step, every moment of hand, leg, or foot. The music flowed through her. She was completely engaged and alive. 
 
      
 
    Julian watched Elise closely from a one-way mirror high above the stage. His eyes never left her for a second. She was the perfect angel, perfectly playing the role that he had designed just for her. 
 
      
 
    Elise’s husband, Evan, and mother, Anne was watching as well. They kept trying to fight their way to the front of the crowd to see Elise more clearly, but most of the guests resisted and wouldn’t allow them through. Nevertheless, they watched her intently with pride. 
 
      
 
    Every single movement, every technique of the dance couldn’t have been executed more gracefully or accurately. It was her dance after all. Elise was having the best time of her life. It didn’t even seem like work to her. It was just fun. She was doing exactly what she had always dreamed of doing, and the crowd was loving her for it. 
 
      
 
    Julian continued to watch Elise with satisfaction. It still didn’t seem real to him that it was, in fact, Elise down below. To Julian, it felt as if she were dancing just for him at that moment. He could sense just by looking at her face just how proud she was of herself, and was happy he had been able to give her that after all of these years. 
 
      
 
    No matter what sort of man Julian had become, or the amount of blood on his hands and conscience, he was prepared to lay down his entire world for Elise’s desires. All he wanted for her was happiness, though he knew that happiness would never include him; nor should it. 
 
      
 
    The show ended and the crowd roared with applause. It was as if it was the opening night of the show again as if the audience had just witnessed something brand new. 
 
      
 
    “She did good.” Randy said over a radio to Julian. 
 
      
 
    Julian thought to himself that she had done far better than good.   
 
      
 
    Elise walked to the center of the stage with the other dancers and took a bow. The countdown to the opening of The Oblivion began. 
 
      
 
    The dancers began to race to their places behind their bars and at their posts around the club. 
 
      
 
    Elise raced out into the crowd to her husband, Evan, who was fighting his way toward her. Elise leapt up into Evan’s arms, kissing him passionately. The white and gold body paint smudged off of Elise’s skin onto Evan’s face, arms, and clothes. 
 
      
 
    Julian watched as Elise and Evan kissed and embraced directly below him. 
 
      
 
    “When they leave, shut it down.” Julian said to Randy over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Say again, boss.” Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “I said when they leave, shut it down.” Julian said, with a sign of anger in his voice. “Shut the entire bar down for the night. Send everyone home.”  
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure we can do that, Julian.” Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “We can do that. You will shut it down as soon as she walks out of this club.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Julian walked out of the hidden room above the stage and boarded an elevator to his office, nestled levels below. 
 
      
 
    He sat in a leather chair, looking across a stack of computer monitors broadcasting closed circuit videos from all of the various rooms of the club. 
 
      
 
    Julian pulled out a bottle of Makers Mark whiskey from the bottom drawer of his desk, filling up a cup. He took a long sip then began to search for Evan and Elise on the monitors. 
 
      
 
    Elise had sent Evan and her mother, Anne to the car. Julian could see them walking away from the club via the camera atop the front entrance. 
 
      
 
    He continued to sip the glass of whiskey, and scanned the rest of the monitors closely, but could not see Elise anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Elise entered his office silently. The door didn’t even creak when she opened it. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Julian.” Elise said. “Thank you so much.”  
 
      
 
    The golden makeup on her face had smeared and was halfway revealing her true Polynesian skin tone. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I could do this every night.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    Elise didn’t have to tell him how much she loved it. Julian knew that this was Elise’s dream. When she had been a little girl and as she transitioned into a woman, she had shown him countless times just how much she adored being on the stage. 
 
      
 
    “I could stay longer.” Elise said. “Maybe Evan can extend his leave, or he could just go back without me. I could dance for you every night if you would have me here.”  
 
      
 
    Elise was asking to stay. She was nearly begging to stay and keep dancing for Julian in the nightly show.   
 
      
 
    Julian sat silently. He looked into Elise’s eyes and saw her wide smile, filled with such childish joy.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve decided to rebrand the show.” Julian said. “We’ve done Faust for two years, and I think the crowd is getting too used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Elise didn’t hesitate in responding to him. 
 
      
 
    “But, I’ll dance whatever part you want, Julian. I’ll do it; you know I can do it.” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    Julian knew that she could do it. Elise would have been able to perform the most complex routine he imagined. In his heart, he wished that he could make her stay, he wished that he could truly tempt her into staying at The Oblivion with him forever.   
 
      
 
    But, Julian chose to let her go. 
 
      
 
    “Go back to Germany, Elise.” Julian said. “Go back to your beautiful daughter and your patriotic husband. Though, you are welcome to tell your husband from me that he joined the wrong service.” 
 
      
 
    Elise chuckled, and all the while felt disappointed. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t stopped loving you, Elise.” Julian said. “I haven’t stopped caring, and I can’t forget you. I just can’t. No matter how long it has been or the things I have done. You’ve always been my girl. I don’t want to burden you with that. Your family needs you.” 
 
      
 
    Elise wanted to be able to say she felt the same. She thought about it for a moment, then realized, that the feelings she had for Julian had indeed changed.   
 
      
 
    She didn’t desire him as she had as a child. He wasn’t the first thing she thought about in the morning or the last thing she thought about at night before she fell asleep. Those feelings had been replaced by her feelings for Evan, her love for her daughter, Maggie, and the responsibilities she bore as a mother. 
 
      
 
    “Go home to your family,” Julian said. “They deserve you.”  
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Elise said. 
 
      
 
    She gave Julian a tight hug, then kissed him on the cheek, touching his hands for the first time in almost fifteen years. For a second, Julian could feel a rush of warmth and emotion rush over his body as if there was hope that she did, in fact, love him again. Yet, there was no hope for that. 
 
      
 
    Elise stepped away from Julian and began to walk towards his office door.   
 
      
 
    “You can come back and dance anytime you like,” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Elise turned and smiled at him again. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” She said. 
 
      
 
    Julian watched as Elise walked away. He watched as she faded from the hallway outside of his office. He sat back down in his leather office chair and followed Elise on the closed-circuit cameras as she traversed the multiple floors of The Oblivion, finally exiting the club on the first floor. 
 
      
 
    He watched in true sadness, as she crossed the threshold of The Oblivion into the Waikiki streets for the final time, and then disappeared into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Julian reached back into the bottom drawer of his desk and refilled his glass of whiskey. 
 
      
 
    He keyed his radio and called to Randy. 
 
      
 
    “Shut it down,” Julian said. “Get them out.” 
 
      
 
    Randy complied and ordered all of the security personnel in the club to begin to ask the guests to leave. Most of the guests were confused. Many were angry. The music stopped and lights came on at all levels of the club. 
 
      
 
    Julian’s cellphone rumbled in his pocket.   
 
      
 
    He reached into his pants and placed the phone on his desk. He had a text notification from WhatsApp. 
 
      
 
    “White Rabbit. See attached. Confirm receipt.” The text read. 
 
      
 
    Julian opened the WhatsApp channel. 
 
      
 
    “Confirm.” He responded. 
 
      
 
    Julian finished his glass of whiskey, walked out of his office, and headed to the elevator. He stopped on the first floor, near the theater stage, where Randy stood ushering the guests out of the main doors. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you know what you are doing, Julian.” Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “Get them all home, Randy. Get them all home, and get yourselves home too.” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    “And tomorrow?” Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “The show will start at ten, just like always,” Julian said. 
 
      
 
    Julian turned away and walked towards the elevator. He stepped inside and pressed the button for the ninth floor. Arriving at the top level of the club, Julian walked slowly off the elevator and strolled slowly into Heaven, his favorite room in the club. 
 
      
 
    Behind the bar stood Maribel, cleaning glasses and moving around bottles. Heaven was empty. Maribel sent the last few customers from the room away when Randy made the call over the radio. 
 
      
 
    Julian walked along the fluffy white cloud bar, running his fingers through the textures of the cloth as he so loved to do. He took a seat on a golden barstool directly in front of Maribel. 
 
      
 
    “Rough night, Julian?” Maribel asked. “I heard Elise danced well.” 
 
      
 
    Julian didn’t respond to Maribel’s question.    
 
      
 
    “Five Spice Old Fashion. Same as before.” Julian said.  
 
      
 
    Maribel began mixing Julian’s Five Spice Old Fashion in a high ball glass and poured it atop of a perfect sphere of ice. She gently pushed the glass in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “She’s gone,” Julian said.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Maribel said. 
 
      
 
    Maribel began to pick up to return the bottles to mix Julian’s drink to their places. She stood on her tippy toes and pushed a bottle of bourbon back into the shelf. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Julian saw it, peeking up just above the back of her cut off jean shorts. The tramp stamp - The White Rabbit. 
 
      
 
    Julian pulled out the Sig Sauer MK25 that was hiding on the side of his right leg. He stood up from the golden barstool, slowly raising the barrel of weapon to Maribel’s head. 
 
      
 
    With a slow, steady, squeeze Julian pulled the trigger of the MK25. The suppressor on the end of the weapon muffled the sound of the discharge, but the round found its target nonetheless.   
 
      
 
    Maribel’s body began to fall lifelessly as a cloud of pink smoke and flesh pieces radiated from behind the bar. Her head impacted against the white fluffy surface of the bar, her mouth and eyes remained open, and the blood began to pool.   
 
      
 
    Julian took a long sip of his Five Spice Old Fashion. Reaching down and picking up his cellphone, he opened up WhatsApp and updated the text chain. 
 
      
 
    “White Rabbit KIA.” Julian texted. 
 
      
 
    “Confirmation?” The text chain continued. 
 
      
 
    Julian opened the camera app on his cellphone and snapped a photo of Maribel’s lifeless, blood-soaked face laying atop the bar. He attached the photo in WhatsApp and sent the message. 
 
      
 
    “Deposit made. Confirm receipt.” The text continued. 
 
      
 
    Julian opened his mobile banking app. A deposit had been made to his account for thirty-two million dollars.   
 
      
 
    “Confirmed.” Julian responded in the text chain. 
 
      
 
    Julian took another long sip of his Five Spice Old Fashion, finally finishing off the last drops in the glass. 
 
      
 
    Just then, he received one last text from WhatsApp. 
 
      
 
    “Target deck updated. Confirm receipt.” The message said. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Elise and Evan loaded their bags into their rental car, strapping Maggie into her car seat. Elise gave her father, Kalani a big hug, and her mother, Anne, a kiss on the cheek. They said their goodbyes, and then began to drive to the airport. 
 
      
 
    The family happily boarded the plane for Germany and prepared themselves for the twenty-four-hour journey home. 
 
      
 
    Maggie fell asleep in Elise’s lap shortly after takeoff. Evan also began to nod off, leaning his head onto Elise’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Elise looked out of the window of the aircraft and saw the USS Arizona monument, then Diamond’s head and Koko's head. Within minutes, they had flown beyond Oahu and all that she could see in any direction was the glistening of the sun, reflecting off of the tropical Hawaiian waters. 
 
      
 
    Elise felt the warmth of her daughter on her lap. She felt the heartbeat of her husband, Evan as he rested against her. She may have been born in Hawaii, but she now knew where her home was. 
 
      
 
    The Oblivion was empty. Julian sat in his office alone, with his cellphone opened. He scrolled through a new target list that had been sent to him via the WhatsApp channel. He didn’t count the names, but there had been at least twenty, both men and women. None of the bounties were less than two million dollars per head.   
 
      
 
    “They are all criminals.” He said to himself. 
 
      
 
    Julian took another look at the target deck, contemplating the decision he would make.  He took a long sip from a half-filled glass of whiskey. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stop when she comes back to me.” He said. “I’ll stop when she comes back. 
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