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  Chapter 1: The Cradle or the Grave


  



  



  Richard Monroe had invested his entire soul in one woman, and then she died. It was as simple as that.


  Her blood ran out through his fingers, the last product of her slowing heartbeat, and Monroe knew that it was too much red, far too fast, for his hand to contain and save her. It spilled out and stained the street outside the Paris Opera where, only seconds earlier, they had been joking about the Phantom as they waited their turn to enter.


  At that moment, Monroe did not care where the bullet had come from, why it had struck, or what the gathering crowd of policemen and gawkers were shouting. He cared only that he was about to lose her, and five years suddenly seemed shorter than the blink of an eye.


  He whispered her name one last time as her soft brown eyes closed.


  “Genevieve.”


  And she was gone. Richard Monroe held her until the police dragged him away from the body, but already he was alone.


  



  ***


  



  Six months later, the CIA seemed a world away, a different lifetime for Monroe. The week after the shooting had gone by in a mostly emotionless blur as Monroe had gone through the necessary motions: identification of the body, burial arrangements, and notification of Genevieve’s few scattered relatives. Then he saw to the distribution of their money, most of which had come from her inheritance, into various accounts tied to various banks in various nations. Finally, he put down onto paper his official resignation from the agency that had stationed him in Paris five years earlier. When Genevieve was gone, Richard Monroe severed all ties to his old life, abandoned everything he had planned for the future, and erased himself from the eyes of those who had known him in the years before the shot outside the opera hall.


  Genevieve had softened him; he was fully aware of that. With her by his side, he had shifted from a life of movement, change, upheaval, and violence to one of tranquility, happiness, music, fine food and high style.


  But she was gone and now the softness of proper civilization had to go away, too. Monroe sharpened himself again, let the cultured, educated façade slip away into the night and hardened into something like what he had been before her, but perhaps worse. He set into motion a metamorphosis that would have made him unrecognizable to his friends, if he had any left who might happen to see him in the dark places he now travelled.


  He stopped shaving and let his hair grow until he took on a grizzled appearance and his hair became a semi-hippie mop. He discarded his perfectly tailored suits and took to wearing clothes that put him just one level above a bum. He became the sort of man who nobody looked at twice, who nobody would want to look at twice. Easier to blend in that way. His face went from the younger side of thirty-nine to the ragged wilderness of the far side of fifty. He made the changes in Paris while crashing in a small rented room all the way across the city from the spacious home he had shared with Genevieve. When he was satisfied with his transformation, he put it to the test.


  Monroe shuffled into the bank where he had been a frequent customer, his height disguised with a slouch, his face peering out from the jungle of his beard, his movements cautious and without his traditional smooth confidence. He roamed into the bank and stood less than six feet from the bank manager, who knew him very well, and stared the man down, glad to see not a sliver of recognition cross the French moneylender’s face.


  Having satisfactorily melted from the face of the Earth, Richard Monroe began the hunt. He had no personal computer now, having abandoned it along with his house, car, and suits. He went into an internet café in one of the rougher corners of Paris and hacked his way into the United States Federal computer system. The US government has over a dozen levels of classified files and Monroe knew how to get into all but the highest of them. He had five minutes in there and began to check statuses and memorize the contents of the secret sites. In minutes though, the intrusion was detected and the visit shut down. No matter. He left the place.


  He hit two more pay by the hour computers in Paris and then moved on to Nice, travelling by train and sometimes by bus. Lyon and Toulouse were next, and then back to Paris, followed by a quick side trip to Marseille. He avoided hitting the cities or their internet cafés in any sort of logical pattern; his travels were now as random as his hair. He did not confine his jumps to Paris either, but made it into Belgium once or twice, then Portugal, and finally all the way over to Sofia, Bulgaria. All the while, he memorized names and faces and the details of those to whom the faces belonged. He knew that there were a limited number of men in the world capable of setting up, taking a shot like the one that had stolen Genevieve away from him, and then fading into the night almost before their presence was realized. What Monroe needed to do was figure out which one of those men had been in the right place at the right time to have been the one who destroyed his life.


  He had lost count of how many times he had hacked into those files for a minute here and ten minutes there and sometimes as little as thirty seconds before being detected and tossed like a drunk who just pissed off the bouncer. But finally, late one night in Sofia, Richard Monroe struck gold and his blood felt like ice as he saw the face of the man who had indeed been in that place at that time. He would no longer need to go to those classified sites. He would not need to print any documents. That face, that name, that dossier were burned into his memory as if branded with a white-hot iron.


  His name was Baltasar al-Hamsi. A former Syrian intelligence man now gone freelance, al-Hamsi was a killer, and a good one. He would shoot anyone for the right price and had never come close to being caught. It was only due to a few small leaks in the chain of darkness that binds together men in al-Hamsi’s profession that the CIA and DHS had any idea who he was. In any case, they had never had sufficient evidence or reason to go after him, to finish him. He was simply on a handful of watch-lists. Those lists had failed to keep Genevieve safe.


  Monroe had no idea who might have hired al-Hamsi, for he had spat in the faces of many nations in his CIA career, but he knew who had pulled the trigger and, for now, that was something. And what was more, the CIA, at that moment, according to the information Monroe had just stolen, knew where the son of a bitch was. Richard Monroe would have to go to Istanbul.


  



  ***


  



  Turkey was hot as Hell and Monroe was sorely tempted to shave off the beard; it made him itch terribly, but he resisted. He had to keep looking like a man who nobody wanted to look at twice, had to blend in. It was no problem locating Baltasar al-Hamsi. Monroe, despite his ragged appearance, still had a nice chunk of money in his possession and buying information was easier and easier the further east one went. The Syrian sniper was apparently taking a break between jobs. He had done one a month earlier, although the provider of the information did not know who the target was and the CIA’s files had not made mention of the job, either. But that was nothing new; it had not made the connection between al-Hamsi’s sights and Genevieve. But al-Hamsi had certainly been in Paris that evening and left on the next flight available after Monroe had desperately tried to keep his wife’s blood in her veins. That was proof enough.


  After the information was in Monroe’s mind—al-Hamsi’s address in Istanbul, his favorite café, the brothel he frequented—Monroe spent a bit more of his vengeance fund. He found a dealer of antiquities, medieval in specialty, and he purchased a misericord. This was the instrument of the final death-thrust for warriors of the Middle Ages, a long, thin blade easily concealed—such as up a sleeve—with a narrow point that could quickly and quietly be slipped right between the ribs to pierce the heart and stop it cold with a minimum of noisy fuss. While Monroe had often entertained the thought of taking al-Hamsi somewhere secluded and giving him a lifetime’s worth of pain before putting him down, it was not his style. Not after Genevieve any more than it would have been before she had softened him. He was willing to stoop to being a beast to end her killer’s life, but he would not become a complete animal. He had to hang on to some part of Richard Monroe. If he did not, he would be as dead as Genevieve, and she would not have wanted that.


  It was after midnight on Monroe’s fifth day in Turkey when he caught al-Hamsi’s scent. The Syrian had gone for a woman, spent almost three hours in his preferred whorehouse, and finally wandered back onto the streets looking exhausted but content. Good, Monroe thought, a tired target goes down easier.


  Al-Hamsi would take the subway home and Monroe followed him into the tunnel, boarded the same car, and sat five seats away from him. They were the only two men in the car. They were alone, and yet al-Hamsi glanced only once at the bearded, bedraggled stranger.


  Monroe got up, shambled over to al-Hamsi, doing his best to feign slight inebriation, and finally swayed back and forth for a moment in front of the assassin.


  Al-Hamsi mumbled something in Turkish. When the ragged man showed no clue, he tried Arabic but still got nothing. French came out next and Monroe understood but did not show it. Finally, the irritated Syrian let English fly out.


  “Fuck off, you stupid asshole! I have no money for beggars!”


  At those words, Monroe unfurled his hand and let something slip from his grasp and fall like a leaf into the lap of Baltasar al-Hamsi. The seated Syrian looked down and saw the photograph settle gently into his lap. It was a picture of a woman, the head and shoulders of a stunning brunette with a joyous twinkle in her eyes.


  Recognition came to al-Hamsi like sudden thunder, putting the fear of all gods into him as he understood what was happening and what the ragged man wanted with him. He went for his gun. It was too late.


  The arm that tried to get the gun from the belt left an open space, just a few inches, between the elbow and the side of the body. Monroe leaned forward, thrust the misericord in, felt the slight scrape against the bars of the ribcage, and watched Baltasar al-Hamsi cease to exist.


  Monroe did not smile, did not display any emotion whatsoever. He pulled the thin blade out of the dead man’s body and wiped al-Hamsi’s blood onto the subway seat. The misericord went back into Monroe’s sleeve where it would stay until he let himself think normally again and could decide whether to get rid of it, perhaps in some river somewhere, or keep it as a souvenir of the mission that had meant the most to him of all his assignments over his many years in and out of the business of secret lives and secret death.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe made it out of the subway at the next stop. He walked out casually and roamed in random circles around many streets before taking a room at a small, cheap inn. He fell into bed at one-thirty in the morning and slept better than he had in months, better than he had since the last time he could feel the warmth of Genevieve’s body beside him in the darkness.


  He rolled out of bed when the light of the sun came through the window. He stepped into his shoes, having slept in the rest of his clothes, and sauntered out onto the streets just as the imams were calling out for morning prayers. Coffee was needed, the Turkish kind, strong and bitter and all-powerful. He glanced around for a café and caught the scent of one. At that moment, he thought of Genevieve and it hit him hard that finally justice had been done and she was avenged. He allowed himself to smile and, just for an instant, his automatic guard dropped, his years of training lost to sentimentality and satisfaction. That instant was all it took. He was grabbed, counted four strong hands taking him all at the same time, smelled cheap aftershave, and felt a heavy blow to the back of the head, and that was all.


  His head still throbbed when he woke up in the Turkish prison. He cursed in his mind. Had he been on camera in the subway? Where had he slipped up? He was screwed now, and he knew it. Turkish prisons were the worst, and murder counted for, at the very least, life inside the walls. He found himself hoping for execution and wondered—and religion was not a frequent subject in his mind—if he might possibly find Genevieve in the afterlife.


  His death hopes were short-lived. A key rattled in the cell door and a small Turkish man in a tan suit waltzed in. The mouth opened and smooth English poured out.


  “I am the warden here and I want you to leave my prison immediately.”


  He tossed an envelope onto the floor in front of the slab Monroe had slept on.


  “In there,” the warden said, “is the money my men found on you, as well as two tickets for an airplane trip and a new passport bearing your real name, Mr. Monroe. You will leave here and go to a hotel where you will make yourself not stink so much. You will purchase new clothing. You will go to the airport and board a flight to Chicago in the United States. When you land there, you will get on a bus, one of those Gray Dog buses that are so famous in your country, and you will ride to the small town of Cradle, located in the state of Wisconsin. If you do not go to Cradle, then you will be sent to your grave.”


  Monroe almost laughed at the warden’s unintended abuse of an old expression, but he refrained and let the last words come from the small Turk’s lips.


  “Do these things now. Get out of my jail!”


  Chapter 2: Very Good on Tuesdays


  



  



  Less than twelve hours later, Richard Monroe was not only seated aboard a 747, but he looked like the man he had been more than six months earlier. He had left the Turkish prison and done precisely as the warden had instructed him, not wanting to tempt Fate any further. He found a hotel and shaved off that horrible beard after being stunned by how bad he looked. He saw himself in the mirror for the first time after his mind had cleared of the haze of grief and anger that had consumed him since Paris. He had a barber sent up to the room too and had a much needed trimming done, followed by a massage and a long, very hot shower. He then bought a new suit, not as good as what he had owned in Paris, but at least it fit him well. He looked like a man again and not a raggedy rat.


  The staff in the lobby did not recognize the man who walked out of the hotel as the same who entered only hours before. Some of them even looked twice or thrice at him now. Richard Monroe was six-foot-two, thin but in a solid, athletic way, had a full head of brown hair just a few shades shy of black that was now cut to a length that would have fit the style of any era from the nineteen-forties onward. His eyes were blue and bright, the sort of eyes that can shift from a flirtatious heat to a calculating cold in a split-second’s time. The only thing that was slightly off from what he had been for most of the years he had spent travelling and seeing to the sort of business that most people never even realize is transacted was that he now had a certain weariness in his expression. He wore the slight scarring of the aura that occurs when a constant winner loses badly for the first time. He now faced the aftermath, hopefully temporary, of staring into the jaws of the abyss. Monroe knew the weariness was there, but he still had not decided if it was there to stay or if even the deepest wound he had ever suffered would someday heal over and let him come fully back to life.


  He left the hotel and took a cab ride to the airport, carrying only one bag. The contents included a change of casual clothes, toiletries, and the money he still had in his possession. This had shrunk, but would still keep him lodged and fed for a week or two before he had to resort to bank funds. He had opted to ditch the misericord; the only souvenir he needed was the memory of the look in the eyes of the prey as the predator had struck, turning the tables on a professional reaper. That was a souvenir that could be touched at will but would not intrude otherwise the way a physical memento might. The long, thin medieval blade had found a new home in the sewer system of Istanbul, where Monroe hoped it would rot out of this world like its final victim: ashes to ashes, rust to rust.


  The 747 took off and Monroe wondered what awaited him in the previously unheard of town of Cradle, Wisconsin. He had a few ideas, but nothing definite to go on, so he put speculation aside and let it drift out of his mind. He would find out soon enough.


  He had his face back, his posture back, and his mental clarity back. What Richard Monroe needed to recover now was his personality, the one that might have been the real one and might have been the mask; he could not be sure which it was anymore. The hard man inside, the one who had killed Baltasar al-Hamsi had been real enough before Genevieve and was real when he came back. Before the five years in Paris, the cultured, witty playboy Monroe had been the illusion, a tool to advance the spy game. But then Genevieve had come along and maybe, Monroe thought, she had made that part of him real too. Now he found himself hoping that he could blend the two, keep both the angel and the devil on his shoulders, even if he found it hard to distinguish which held the pitchfork and which wore the halo. He swore to himself that he would be complete again, as complete as he could be without Genevieve. That was what she would have wanted for him.


  Yes, he vowed, he would feel pleasure again, and he would seek purpose again. Something to do that meant something, a life beyond personal needs. Richard Monroe vowed to rebuild.


  His personality, he thought, yes, where was it now? He breathed deeply once and realized that he would just have to fake it until it became real, and what better place to work at it than an airplane full of people who had never seen him before?


  He smiled, not sure how real it was.


  He was seated in coach on a European airline. The flight would take him to London, where he would change planes and head to Chicago from there. The passengers were a mix of European, Middle Eastern, and a few fellow Americans. The seat next to Monroe was unoccupied, for which he was glad, for it meant that he would not be tied to a conversation for the duration of the flight.


  Once the flight was in full swing, a stewardess began to make her rounds. Monroe watched her as she approached, stopping to talk to the passengers in the rows before his. She was Eastern European by birth, he decided, probably from some place that was now a broken-off puzzle piece of the former Soviet Union. She was late-twenties, attractive, the sort of slim, muscular woman who had probably been involved in either ballet or gymnastics a decade earlier—a cliché almost, he supposed. She was not only a stock character, Monroe decided, but a target for the practice of the arts he had kept dormant for the span of his marriage. Now it was time to play.


  “Would you like a drink, sir?” she asked him as she stood in the aisle beside his seat. Her accent confirmed his guess about her nationality. There was a definite hint of Russian or some close cousin in her voice. Her name tag said, “Irina,” and he would use that.


  Name badges could be put to two kinds of uses, Monroe had long ago learned. Picking at the name, repeatedly sticking your knowledge of it under the named one’s nose could cause irritation, annoyance, bitterness. But using it wisely, placing it gently and strategically into your sentences could put the wearer of the tag at ease with you and slip a sweet little familiarity into the exchange.


  “You know, Irina,” Monroe said, “I think I will have a drink. Make it a scotch, please.”


  “Yes, sir,” Irina said, and she went off to fetch it.


  Monroe smiled. Not too much yet: just a kind request, the insertion of her name, a smile. He realized also at that moment that it would be his first real drink since the glass of wine he had just an hour before the bullet outside the Paris Opera. He had not allowed himself the enjoyment of a drink or anything else vaguely related to relaxation in the months between the bullet and the misericord. He was ready now to enjoy that scotch.


  “Here you are, sir,” Irina said as she came back down the aisle and handed him the glass.


  Monroe took it slowly from her and let it hang in the air between them just long enough to make their eyes meet. “Thank you, Irina, and there’s no need to call me ‘sir.’ I don’t look that old, do I?”


  The stewardess smiled. “No, sir, not at all, I just…”


  “You just call every man that. I know. It’s part of the job. It’s all right if you make an exception for me, isn’t it? My name is Rick.”


  And as he spoke, he let his eyes wander down just enough, just a glance at her neck, her blouse, her skirt. Enough to signal interest without seeming openly predatory, working like a pianist who knows how, and when, to hit just the right notes without going too far.


  “The customer, I think you say in America,” Irina laughed, “is usually right, Rick.”


  She turned and walked away, leaving Monroe to his scotch. He took the first sip, satisfied that he still had what it took. A tiny part of his mind was tempted to see if he could take it to its conclusion, maybe borrow a few hours of Irina’s time when they reached London, but he held off. It was too soon after Genevieve, he told himself, and he wanted to get to the bottom of whatever his new situation in life was going to be before he indulged too much.


  Irina continued to smile at him throughout the flight, kept calling him Rick too, but he left it at that. The point had been proven, to himself, so there was no need to prove anything to her.


  The Istanbul to London leg of the flight went by faster than Monroe had anticipated. He felt good and so time slipped through his fingers. He walked around Heathrow Airport for an hour between flights, had a bite to eat, and was soon airborne again. On his way to the United States for the first time in half a decade; he could hardly believe it had been that long. He had been placed in Paris by the CIA, had expected perhaps a six-month term in that station, but then Genevieve had happened and they let him stay, apparently having decided that marriage added realism to his cover. Five years away from the country of his birth: that was a record for Richard Monroe. He had mixed feelings about going back.


  



  ***


  



  Chicago was cold. Monroe did not dilly-dally there. He got off the plane at O’Hare, stopped in the city only long enough to buy a better coat, one with a winter-worthy liner even though it was only autumn now, and figure out the Greyhound routes.


  Aboard the bus an hour later and rolling out of the Windy City, destination: Cradle, Wisconsin. Monroe felt very out of sorts in that rolling tin can, crowded in with the job-seeking wanderers, runaway kids, recently released prisoners, and a few enlisted soldiers trying to get home the budget way. He had not been on a bus in years, at least not when he was really who he was. He was not counting the months as a ragged, vengeance-seeking nomad crisscrossing Europe on a heartbroken crusade, for it now felt like it had been someone else on that journey.


  Mercifully, Monroe managed to doze for most of the pilgrimage, getting off only at some of the stops, only when he had to urinate. By the time the bus reached Wisconsin, most of the passenger load had changed, a few getting off or on at each stop. Monroe stayed the course, rolling past dairy fiends and little towns with old-style cemeteries and frequent baseball diamonds. The Greyhound finally stopped in Cradle and Monroe disembarked. He stood with case in hand as the bus left the scene and he began to size up the little town that he had never heard of until the Turkish warden had walked into his cell.


  Cradle was indeed a small town. Except for the cars being modern and some of the sidewalk people texting or talking on BlackBerrys, Cradle might have just been thawed out from the Rockwell era. They had passed a Wal-Mart a few miles outside town and Monroe suspected that most of the town’s residents worked there or maybe on farms that lay on the edges of Cradle, for there did not seem to be enough in-town businesses to support the population of even a small settlement like this one, the several thousand that Monroe guessed might live in such a place. There was a post office, two churches, elementary school, a police station that made Monroe think of Mayberry, only one gas station in sight, the necessary diner, and just a scattering of other things: doctor, dentist, hair salon for the women and barbershop for the men. Monroe noticed a few obviously dead storefronts too, presumably victims of the Wal-Mart invasion.


  So that was Cradle. What was he doing there? Standing on the corner of what had to be called Main Street—he did not bother to look for a sign yet—in a town that was probably left off most maps and that Google Earth may not even have noticed. Monroe knew that all he could do now was to wait. Whoever had wanted him here had managed to get him out of prison, fly him across the world, and demand his presence in the middle of nowhere. They would reveal themselves sooner or later, but probably sooner.


  It was now afternoon in Cradle and the streets were as busy as Monroe guessed they ever got. The mailman sauntered by, and some schoolchildren, then a man who may have been the local lawyer or even the mayor. There were a few teenagers, a thirtyish mother with a baby in a carriage, and a greasy-shirted mechanic.


  A few of them eyed Monroe suspiciously and he could see the idea of “Stanger,” rolling around behind their eyes. This did not bother him. He had been in so many cities in so many countries over the years that he was used to it. He wondered what the first rumor would assume him to be: travelling salesman, fugitive, prodigal son of the town, or some poor soul whose car had broken down somewhere just outside the town?


  A few more townspeople drifted by and then a small child stopped right in front of Monroe. It was a little boy, probably no more than seven or eight years old, with a Scooby-Doo t-shirt showing underneath a hooded jacket that was zipped up only halfway. The kid stared up at Monroe, who must have looked toweringly tall from that angle, and spoke in the rote way a child actor might talk in a cheap movie.


  “If you are hungry, you should try the diner. It’s very good on Tuesdays.”


  The boy ran off after that and disappeared around the next corner. Monroe brought up the mental calendar that he had ignored so much in recent months, remembered the date on his bus ticket, and calculated. Yes, it was Tuesday. The kid must have broken the cardinal rule of modern childhood and talked to a stranger. Lucky kid: he’d probably made a buck or two, enough to seem like a fortune when you’re seven.


  Monroe turned and walked across the street to the town’s only diner. The front window looked darker than it should have in the afternoon. He approached the door to find a “Closed” sign. Under the sign was a little note on a sheet torn from a yellow legal pad, taped there on the inside of the glass. Somebody had tried poetry.


  “Sorry folks,


  “The oven’s broke.


  “But don’t feel sorrow,


  “Come back tomorrow!”


  And under the clumsy verses was a smaller note:


  “If you’re the repairman from RM Electric and Gas, come around back.”


  RM: his initials. Monroe walked around to the side of the building, slid down the narrow alley that separated the diner from the pharmacy, and found the back door beside a dumpster and a smaller receptacle that stunk of discarded grease. He wished he was armed.


  He pushed on the door, found it unlocked, and went in. The kitchen was empty, but the aroma of food, not terrible, was coming from the other part of the place. He walked through the kitchen and into the main dining area. The overhead lights were out but a small lamp glowed in one corner. In the single illuminated booth, a man sat munching on a hamburger. Across from his was a second place setting with a sandwich and a mug that still had steam floating up into the lamplight.


  “Sit down already,” said the burger eater.


  Monroe went over and slipped into the booth. Ignoring the food, he stared straight into the face of his companion. The suit was what he had expected. A man in black, but not one he had seen before. The man was older, maybe sixty or even sixty-five. The hair was short and gray, ex-military style. Lines of experience, most of it harsh, crisscrossed the brow and danced around the eyes. Only one of those eyes was real, Monroe realized, the other of glass, certainly.


  “It took three days’ receipts to get these people to close the diner for a few hours,” the man said. “There’s really nothing wrong with the oven, of course, but I’m sure you already knew that. Do you know the one all-important rule of American diners?”


  Monroe shrugged.


  “Then I’ll tell you,” the burger man said. “Don’t order beyond the class of the place! Diner food is diner food and you can’t raise that bar! This is a damn fine burger and you’ll find that turkey club and coffee in front of you to be quite adequate. Now if I’d had the owner fix me a filet mignon before I kicked him out, I’d regret it later. When in Rome, do as the Romans do…and when in a diner, keep it simple!”


  Monroe took a sip of the coffee, his instincts telling him that it was not drugged or otherwise malignant. “I don’t know you, do I?”


  “You do now,” the old soldier said. “But I won’t tell you my real name and, after today, chances are you’ll never see me in person again. Most people who know I exist—and there aren’t too many of them—call me Mr. Nine, because they say I have as many lives as a cat. Problem is, every time I almost die but manage to crawl back to life, I seem to end up with more scars to add to my collection.”


  With that, Mr. Nine lifted his fork to his face and tapped the prongs against the surface of the glass eye, creating a very sonar sort of pinging sound. He laughed at his own little trick and then looked Monroe straight in the eyes. “Now we get down to business.”


  “Good,” Monroe said. “Getting here was too much a chore for there to be no payoff. Who are you with? Is it CIA, DHS, FBI, Interpol…or none of the above?”


  “None of the below, actually,” Mr. Nine said. “I like to think I’m more important than any of those clusterfuck agencies. Don’t worry, I’m not here to pull you back into Central Intelligence. I’m here to offer you something much more interesting.”


  “Then enlighten me already,” Monroe insisted.


  “Let’s see if I’ve got all my facts straight first,” Mr. Nine said, and he proceeded to rattle off words like he was reading from a dossier, although there was nothing in front of his but a half-eaten burger and a few stray fries. “Richard Monroe, age forty, born in Massachusetts to a pair of physicians, both now deceased. Educated at Harvard and spent a year at Oxford before being granted a commission in the United States Navy where you learned something about the intelligence field. Went CIA after the Navy, worked the field on various continents for nearly a decade, did your share of wet-work too but were known mostly as a seducer and pawn-mover. You were finally stationed in Paris just about five years ago where you met and fell in love with a Genevieve Piaget, married her and went soft around the edges. She dies, you crack, dump Uncle Sam and go rogue on us, but manage to track down and take out one Baltasar al-Hamsi, a very skilled assassin who’s been on our radar for quite some time. Is all that about right,


  Monroe?”


  “It is,” Monroe confirmed.


  “Good,” said Mr. Nine. “And now that you’ve gotten that out of your system, are you ready to put the weeping widower act aside and get back to business?”


  “Maybe I’ve had enough of that business,” Monroe challenged.


  “This isn’t quite the same game,” Mr. Nine said.


  “Different rules then?”


  “Very different,” Mr. Nine promised.


  “Keep talking.”


  “I color outside the lines, Monroe,” Mr. Nine said. “This is no big network of agents, just me and one operative, although there are occasional interactions with the other boys in the business. No high-tech crap either. Too much of that makes things unnecessarily complicated and too easy to bungle if the system goes down or gets hacked. Cell phones, computers when needed, GPS if we must, but we do not rely on those things. I much prefer good old-fashioned espionage and shadows. What I oversee, Monroe, are operations where we don’t want multiple agents in multiple locations tripping over each other to get to the prize. I need one man out there doing the dirty work that I’m too old—and too ugly—to do.”


  “And you think I’m that man,” Monroe said.


  “I hope you might be,” Mr. Nine confirmed. “You’re a two-sided coin, Monroe. There’s the sleek side: the handsome, laughing seducer with the looks and the charm to find a niche in any tribe. And then there’s the serpent: the hidden killer, ready to strike when needed, venomous to the core, even if that core doesn’t come to the surface too often. That little business in Istanbul proved to me that the core is still intact, even after five years of lovey-dovey mush in Paris. So, basically, Monroe, here’s what I’m offering: I pay you well. I set you up in the sort of lifestyle you learned to enjoy in Europe with all the fine food, fine wine, nice cars, women, too, when you’re ready for them again. In return, you keep your mind and body sharp and make sure you’re ready when I need you. That could be tomorrow and it could be months from now; the sort of situations I deal with tend to pop up unpredictably. All I really ask is that you stay in the States so it doesn’t take you days to get back here when something comes up.”


  “So this is purely domestic?” Monroe asked.


  “Not at all,” Mr. Nine answered. “I could need you in Shanghai tomorrow for all I know, but I’d rather have you here as a starting point. So what do you think of my offer?”


  “Oh, I’m intrigued,” Monroe said, “but I need one more thing before I answer.”


  “What would that be?”


  “I need proof that you’re on the right side of the fence and not pulling some scam for some foreign power trying to turn an American agent to their own devices.”


  “If you hadn’t asked for that proof,” Mr. Nine said with his voice cold and hard now, “I’d have shot you where you sit. You may have run off in your grief, Monroe, but you don’t have a drop of treason in your blood, do you?”


  “No, sir,” Monroe said.


  And then Mr. Nine spoke. From his lips flowed a series of numbers and names and codes and secrets that very few men in the world and certainly none outside the highest levels of the CIA and comparable agencies within the United States and its closest allies would know. That was enough for Richard Monroe. He smiled and nodded. He suddenly trusted the mysterious Mr. Nine, and the future looked interesting again.


  Mr. Nine lifted a small square box from his seat to the table and slid it across to Monroe. “This is for you,” he said. “Inside, you’ll find a new cell phone. Don’t try to call me; I’ll call you. Also, a gun: nothing fancy, just a basic Glock for now. More interesting tools will be provided when required for the job at hand. There’s some ammo in there too. Get some practice in. Records say you’re a good shot, but scrape the rust off, please. And one more item in the package: the keys to your new car. I hope a Lexus is all right. It’s parked around the corner. Now get out of here. Pick a city, any city in the continental states, and get yourself an apartment or even a house if that’s what you want. You’ve got enough money stocked away from when you were married, so you can set yourself up, but don’t worry about running out. As I said before, you’ll be well paid for your work. Now get out of here and get back to civilization, Monroe. Cradle, Wisconsin is not your kind of town.”


  Chapter 3: A Bullet Misplaced


  



  



  Monroe chose Boston. He had to settle somewhere in the United States. He wanted a city and preferred the east coast to the west. New York was too tight and full for his tastes; Miami was too hot; Washington was too political. But Boston seemed ideal: wonderfully historical, the closest major city to his birthplace and childhood world, and familiar enough from his college days in Cambridge to have sentimental meaning. But far enough removed in time from his CIA days to have a sense of freshness about it. Boston it would be then, for now at least.


  He drove the whole way from Wisconsin to Boston, enjoying the feel of the new Lexus as it rolled over the highways like a marble on a silk tablecloth. He spent his first week in Boston sleeping in hotels while he renewed his acquaintance with the city, relearned the major routes, and looked for more permanent lodgings. Money was not an issue; he had enough left from France to start off in the upper-middle class lifestyle and go from there, assuming he would hear from Mr. Nine in the near future.


  It would not be a house, Monroe decided immediately upon beginning his quest. One man did not need that much space. An apartment would do, a nice penthouse, a beautiful blank canvass of a residence that he could furnish to his personal tastes. He intended to keep it simple at first.


  He found a suitable place, a top-story penthouse with a poetic view of a large park, and managed to fill it with furniture, probably more than one man needed as he soon found that he rarely occupied any spot other than one large armchair, his bed, and the kitchen chair that quickly became his default perch for breakfast. He rarely watched television, except for the news. Having spent too many hours in front of a monitor and keyboard when still with the CIA, he avoided the computer. He filled his afternoons with reading, reacquainting himself with the classics—everything from Chaucer to the middle of the twentieth century, trying to alternate between the major canon material like Shakespeare and the joyously pulpy stuff like Chandler and Fleming. On most evenings, he ventured out into the city and experimented with different restaurants: Italian, Japanese, Thai, Greek, American, fusion styles. He ate a bit of everything, except French food, for that might bring up memories of Genevieve and rob him of his appetite.


  He worked too on honing the skills he had long ago acquired, but which had been mostly dormant in Paris and had come back to the surface only briefly during the hunt for al-Hamsi. He found a nearby shooting range and got to know his Glock quite intimately. He took the Lexus beyond the borders of the city and found empty rural roads on which to drive too fast and make dangerous turns in preparation for times when he might be pursued or have to do the chasing himself. On other days, he went out into the city, chose a person at random, and followed them as long as he could while still being certain that they had taken no notice of him and became not the least bit suspicious. With most subjects of such exercises, he stayed on the trail for hours without obstacle. Richard Monroe was finding that he was still quite good at what he did. But he knew that practice runs were only empty exercises. The real test would come when Mr. Nine called. The only real proof of skill was survival when the odds were at their highest against you. Monroe looked forward to the day the game became real again, the time the stakes went high once more.


  After several weeks of settling in, he decided that he missed human contact and socialization. He suddenly wished to meet his neighbors, perhaps find a friend or two, and maybe even the company of a lady, though nothing too serious. That had never been his style, except for the one moment that had lasted five too-short years.


  The complication, he realized, was that anyone he met would inevitably express curiosity about his line of work. He needed a cover story, a faux profession. It had to be realistic but uninteresting, something that would satisfy the question’s asker without exciting them and increasing the curiosity. In other words, an accountant would be appropriate though perhaps too boring, while a private investigator would be too attention-grabbing. Something in the middle was what he needed.


  



  ***


  



  “So what is it you do, Rick? For a living, I mean.”


  By the time the question was finally asked, three weeks after Monroe had begun setting up his new life in Boston, he had an answer ready.


  “I’m a marketing consultant,” he said before taking another sip of his red wine as he reclined on the couch with the redhead.


  “All right,” she said, and Monroe saw that it had worked. ‘Marketing consultant,’ sounded moderately impressive but vague enough that the questioner was unclear what to ask about it, how to turn it into a point of conversation. Good.


  Her name was Theresa O’Rourke and her hair was as red as her Irish name would suggest. She was about thirty-five, Monroe estimated, although he would not ask. She was tall, appropriately curved in all the right ways, and had a brain of the artsy variety, although some business sense had crept in there somewhere along the line. She ran an art gallery. A week earlier, Monroe had gone shopping for something to decorate the penthouse. The owner of the gallery where he’d made his first purchase was ten years older than him and solidly married, but his charm had its effect on her and she got ideas about matching him up with one of her younger colleagues. So Monroe had been invited to a dinner party and accepted despite the fact that his instincts screamed, “set-up!”


  But the food had been excellent and the conversation had a few peaks of wit before plunging down into pretentiousness. It had worked out well though, for by the time the talk had fizzled, he already had Theresa interested and she followed him back to his place, her hybrid trailing his Lexus all the way home.


  She liked the apartment, but said it needed a little more stuff, a point against which Monroe could not argue. They talked a bit, he poured the wine, and he worried about upsetting her if she stayed the night and he later had to tell her he was not ready for anything serious again. But he pushed the worry aside, determined to enjoy the evening, and was just about to lean in and kiss her when the cell phone in his jacket, which was hung on the back of a nearby chair, began to have a fit.


  He had to answer. Who had his number? The woman who had held the dinner party certainly would not call so soon to see how he and Theresa had gotten along, and he had not made many other acquaintances in Boston yet, and it was late in the evening now, so it had to either be some cold-calling sales pitch, or it was Mr. Nine.


  “Excuse me just a moment,” Monroe said, sliding away and getting up. He reached into the jacket, took out the phone, glanced at the display and saw this: IX


  Nine!


  “Hello,” he answered the call.


  “Sorry to call so late, Monroe,” said the voice of the old soldier. “It’s time. Here’s what I need you to do. Get your gun and pack for a few days on the road. If it’s longer, you can always buy more stuff as you go. Get in your car and take the King’s Highway south. Once you’re on the road, you can put the phone on speaker-mode and I’ll brief you as you drive. In the car, I can be sure you’re alone. Now ditch the girl and get going, Monroe.”


  “How did you know I was…?”


  “Educated guess,” Mr. Nine said, and he hung up.


  “You’re about to send me on my way, aren’t you?” Theresa asked, already rising from the couch. “You’re eyes went urgent as you took that call.”


  “I’m sorry,” Monroe said, “I really am, but business, you know.”


  “Another time, then,” she told him as she brushed a strand of red hair back from her cheek and kissed him once, lightly, before walking out the door.


  Monroe wasted no time once he was alone. Packing rapidly was a skill common to all agents, spies, and similar men. The case was ready in minutes, the Glock loaded and snug in the shoulder holster, and Richard Monroe was out the door, still in the suit he had worn to dinner, pulling on a recently purchased trench coat as he went. He ticked off the mental checklist as he took the elevator down to the garage. Gun, spare ammo already in the car, clothing, toiletries, phone, cash, keys. All set. The game was on, it seemed, and Monroe’s face lit up like that of a kid on Christmas morning.


  



  ***


  



  The King’s Highway, a historically significant route, begins in Boston, runs down through Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and finally ends in Charleston, South Carolina. As Monroe began his trek, he turned the phone to its speaker setting and placed it on the seat beside him, eager for Mr. Nine to call back, burning to know what the job was.


  Monroe drove south. Traffic was light at such a late hour and the road went by quickly, smoothly under the wheels. Finally, after his anticipation had grown to a raging fever, the phone buzzed and Monroe reached over to answer the call. The voice came through and the exchange began, between two men, one driving, and the other just a ghost-like voice in the night.


  “Tell me, Monroe,” Mr. Nine said, “what do you know about assisted suicide?”


  “It’s been a rather controversial topic in recent decades,” Monroe answered, “brought to the forefront of current affairs by men like Jack Kevorkian. Personally, sir, I have no issue with the idea as long as it’s not done lightly. If some poor soul’s terminally ill and wants to end it all before the pain gets too unbearable, who am I to argue with such a personal decision?”


  “I’m inclined to agree, but sometimes such things can get a bit different in the more shadowy sectors of society.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Imagine, if you will, a sort of Dr. Kevorkian with a high-powered sniper rifle?”


  “A bullet instead of the usual injection of lethal drugs, you mean?”


  “Precisely,” said Mr. Nine.


  “Unorthodox, I suppose,” Monroe said, “and sure to raise even more controversy, but is it really so different than the drugs, despite the surface violence of such a method, never mind the mess that would need cleaning up after the deed was done?”


  “Well Monroe, have you ever heard, in your time in the community, mention of a man known as Simon Scythe?”


  “I can’t say I have, sir, but a moniker like that must obviously be a code and not a legal name.”


  “Precisely; we have no idea what his real name might be, or his age or race or background. In fact, his very existence is only a theory, but a crack in that mystery may have recently appeared…and that’s where you come into it.”


  “Keep going, sir. You’ve got my full attention, except the ounce of care needed to keep the car on the road.”


  “There have been over a dozen cases over the past decade or so which seem to point to the existence of what you might call an assassin for hire who kills the person who paid him rather than a target separate from the commissioner of the task. Now bear in mind that proof is sparse, but we do have this: various cases of a person suddenly being picked off by a sniper, usually in a public place, while in most cases there wasn’t much to be found in the way of a motive for anyone to want them dead. Also, there was depression or some other form of mental illness in many of the victims and each one recently had a large sum of money slip out of their possession. To give you a few examples, a man going through a divorce he did not want, who was by all accounts of those who knew him despondently heartbroken, is shot on the courthouse steps a moment after the divorce was made official by the judge. A terminally ill athlete who hadn’t told anyone about his imminent death is gunned down on the field after scoring a game-winning goal, going out on top for certain. I could list a few more fairly mundane examples, happening in locations all over the United States, and we don’t know if there have been more cases like this in other parts of the world. Still, a sniper blowing away college jocks, accountants, and housewives wouldn’t really concern the top intelligence agencies, but we believe Simon Scythe, as one of the FBI’s clever boys nicknamed him, had his hand in the Thomas Wakatu affair. You do recall that, don’t you, Monroe?”


  “Yes, sir,” Monroe answered, ticking off the pertinent details from memory. “Wakatu was prime minister of a small African nation, assassinated during a diplomatic visit to the United States three years ago. His death set off a nasty little revolution in his country, a complete coup if I recall correctly. Lots of death, some heat here for our Secret Service not managing to prevent it. And you think this Scythe fellow was involved?”


  “It’s possible,” Mr. Nine said. “We had inside information at the time that Thomas Wakatu was acting quite strangely, angrily, depressively even. We actually had a close watch on him when he arrived because we thought there might be a possibility of suicide with collateral damage: a suicide bombing or some such mess. But as it turns out, somebody else did the job for him. So there we have the problem, Monroe: if Simon Scythe just went around killing those insignificant civilians who wanted off the merry-go-round of life, men in my profession wouldn’t much need to worry about it, but if he’s willing to insert himself into political affairs, as the Wakatu shooting seems to suggest, then his existence becomes more problematic.”


  “But, sir,” Monroe asked, “if he presumably killed Thomas Wakatu three years ago, why are we paying so much attention to him now? It seems like a long delay, even if there was a lot of red tape in the way. Why not go after him sooner?”


  “We did, of course,” Mr. Nine answered, “but the damn scoundrel was untraceable. Nobody could figure out where the victims heard about him and once the job was done they were all too dead for us to ask them. They must have paid him in cash, because all the money was always withdrawn instead of being routed anywhere. Simon Scythe has been, for all intents and purposes, like one very deadly ghost. But now, he seems to have made a mistake. The bastard’s botched a job! He’s missed! And we’ve been lucky enough to isolate the person we think he was hired to kill but didn’t quite finish off.”


  “And has this person admitted to hiring him?” Monroe asked.


  “No,” Mr. Nine said. “In fact, she doesn’t even know there are suspicions about it. As far as she knows, the police don’t have a clue as to who shot her.”


  “And I suppose that’s where I come in,” Monroe guessed.


  “Certainly,” Mr. Nine confirmed. “You start with this woman, see if you can figure out if she really did manage to hire this Scythe, and then use whatever information you get there to find out who he really is, hunt him down, and get rid of him.”


  “No arrest requested, sir?”


  “Monroe, you know perfectly well that I didn’t bring you back into the game to arrest people. That’s what the publicly known agencies are for. Find the son of a bitch and put a bullet in his brain and get him off the scene for good.”


  Monroe sighed. He didn’t really enjoy killing, but he understood. “So where do I find this survivor, sir?”


  “You’re not far away,” Mr. Nine said. “You’ll find the young lady in New Haven, Connecticut. She’s in a physical rehabilitation facility, just transferred there today after a week’s stay in the hospital following the shooting. There are police on the premises, too, since her case is under investigation. But I place little trust in the local cops. Part of your job will be to protect her in case Simon Scythe, assuming this is his work, makes a second attempt at fulfilling the contract. While you’re doing that, dig and see what else you can learn.”


  “And what’s the woman’s story?” Monroe asked.


  “Angela MacIntyre,” Mr. Nine began, “age twenty-nine, daughter of wealthy parents, recently finished her college degree in theatre arts…and yes, I realize she’s a bit old to be graduating now…it seems she took most of her twenties off from school to try to succeed as an actress, sans the formal education. Anyway, she withdrew nearly twenty-five thousand dollars from her savings, most of which was put there by her parents and not earned herself, twelve days ago. Then, seven days ago, she was exiting a café several blocks from the apartment she began renting not long ago with a roommate, when a shot came from somewhere across the street and several stories up, and struck her in the right shoulder. That was a very inaccurate occurrence if it was indeed the so-called Simon Scythe who pulled the trigger, but everything else fits. So we’re sticking with the assumption, until you find out otherwise, that it was indeed him. The victim, of course, insists that she was indeed a victim and claims to have no idea why anyone would want to put a bullet in her, lethally or otherwise. And that is what we have so far.”


  “But excuse me, sir, “Monroe said. “Why wouldn’t he take a quick second shot? If he’s normally so accurate, and he’s always managed to avoid even being seen, which means he probably has good escape routes worked out well in advance of a hit, he could easily have shot twice and still made it out of his nest before the police arrived.”


  “Monroe, I don’t have an answer to that,” Mr. Nine admitted.


  “Fair enough,” Monroe said. “Now, as for the other obvious question: what’s my cover? Obviously I won’t be marching in there and saying, ‘Good morning, Miss MacIntyre, I’m Richard and I’m going to kill the man you hired to kill you.’ So who am I when I get there and why will this woman even want to give me the time of day?”


  “You’ll be her shrink, of course,” Mr. Nine said. “That would seem to be the best way to get her to talk to you, wouldn’t it?”


  “No, sir,” Monroe countered, “it absolutely would not! That strategy needs to be reversed. The minute one thinks someone’s there to probe their mind, they shut up about it, especially if they’ve done something wrong. On the other hand, if someone’s poking about their body and that makes them uncomfortable, they’re more likely to resort to thinking, and perhaps talking, about things of a spiritual or intellectual or otherwise mental nature. A psychiatrist will get nothing, assuming this woman has things to hide. I need something that will put me into physical contact with the patient.”


  “Fine,” Mr. Nine said. “I will now text you the address of both the rehabilitation facility and the post office half a mile away from it. You will reach New Haven, get a room, and get a few hours’ sleep. In the morning, go to the post office and pick up a package waiting for you under your real name. Inside it, you’ll find the credentials to get you into the place and close to Miss MacIntyre. Good luck, Monroe.”


  



  ***


  



  Monroe slept well in the cheap Holiday Inn he found just outside New Haven. Years of experience had taught him to get some rest no matter what the next day had in store for him; he knew how to compartmentalize his mind and shut away anticipation and even fear to let his body slumber and reenergize.


  He woke at eight, dressed in slacks and shirt but not a complete suit, deciding that a more casual appearance was called for as he began his mission. He grabbed coffee and a light breakfast and found the post office, picked up the package, and waited until he got back into the car to open it.


  He was impressed by Mr. Nine’s speed in getting the right material to him. Inside the parcel was a driver’s license for a Richard Madison, his alias for the day’s work, as well as Madison’s certification as a physical therapist. There was also a slim medical reference pamphlet detailing the muscle and skeletal structure of the human shoulder and arm.


  Monroe called up the address that Mr. Nine had texted to him and found the place easily enough. The New Haven Center for Physical Rehabilitation was a large brick building in what looked like a wealthy part of the city. The center was situated in a large park-like area with tall trees, including willows, a finely manicured lawn which was green even in autumn. There was a large parking lot off to one side, neatly divided by a fence straight down its middle and signs designating separate parking sections for visitors or medical professionals. Monroe pulled the Lexus into the latter section and parked in the space marked 27-B. He took out the medical pamphlet provided for him and spent forty-five minutes memorizing, as well as he could in such a short time, the names and functions of the various components of the upper limbs of the human body.


  When he felt ready, he replaced his real driver’s license with the new one, added the therapist’s credentials to his wallet’s contents, and reminded himself several times that he was now Richard Madison. He took his gun out of the shoulder holster and put it in his suitcase, got out of the car, and made his way to the front entrance of the clinic.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe signed in at the front desk and could immediately tell this was no insurance-paid, public facility. The place was expensively furnished and looked more like a first-class hotel than a post-hospital treatment clinic. The parents of the patient, Angela MacIntyre were rich, Monroe recalled, and must have paid a small fortune for their daughter to get the best care possible after the shooting.


  “We were called an hour ago and told you’d be arriving, Mr. Madison,” the receptionist said with an officious smile. “Here is Miss MacIntyre’s file. You’ll find her on the fourth floor, Room 418. The elevator is that way, sir.”


  Monroe walked slowly to the elevator and rode up to the fourth floor, glancing over the file as he went, taking in the details of the patient’s injury. He was no expert in the medical field, but had the rudimentary knowledge of a man whose life has been spent in a profession where it behooves him to learn at least a little something about many subjects. The bullet, he read, had been a through-and-through shot, ripping into the muscles of Angela MacIntyre’s shoulder and exiting out the back, missing the bones and doing no truly permanent damage, but it would be some time before full strength and mobility of the arm were restored.


  The elevator dinged its arrival, the metal doors slid open, and Monroe walked out. He saw no one else in the hallway as he scanned each door number as he passed, finally arriving in front of 418 and knocking three times.


  “Come in.”


  He opened the door and entered. The room looked more like a hotel suite than an infirmary. The bed was large and looked lusciously soft. The walls were decorated with paintings that were far from the cheap rubbish you might see used to cheer up most hospital rooms. The room’s occupant was staring out the large window, her back to the door. Monroe could see a slim figure in a light blue robe with long chestnut brown hair flowing down to well below the shoulders.


  “Good morning,” Monroe said. “I’m Rick Madison, your therapist.”


  Angela MacIntyre turned slowly to face him. The pivot revealed a face that almost brought a flirtatious smirk to Monroe’s face, but he stopped the expression, reminding himself that he was on the job. She was indeed a beauty. She must have been a lousy actress, Monroe thought, for it certainly was not her looks that had kept her from breaking into the movies. She stared at him for a moment and then took two steps forward. The robe was tied shut, showing only her face and neck and left hand. The bulge under the robe and the empty right sleeve indicated to Monroe that the injured arm was in a sling under the garment. Her slippers, fluffy ones, matched the blue of the robe.


  Angela semi-smiled, tilted her head as if sizing up a potential purchase, and said, “I had requested a female therapist. What are you doing here?”


  “Well,” Monroe said, improvising, “the woman who was supposed to be here was delayed on another case. I suppose you’ll have to make do with me for the time being.”


  Chapter 4: Leaves-Dropping


  



  



  “Perhaps you should get dressed, Miss MacIntyre,” Monroe said.


  “Why? Are we going somewhere?” Angela asked.


  “Well,” Monroe said, “I’m assuming you’ve been cooped up in this room since you were admitted yesterday. I thought we might take a walk, get some air, and discuss your condition before we get started with your treatment. How does that sound? Have you had breakfast yet?”


  “Yeah,” Angela answered, “I ate already. Yes…we can go outside. Is it cold?”


  “Not terribly,” Monroe said. “A light jacket should be sufficient. Do you need any help getting ready?”


  “I’ll manage.” Angela walked over to a heap of clothes on the small table off to the side of the bed, dumped rather than being properly unpacked. She scooped up a few items with her left hand, carried them by holding them against her stomach, mumbled, “Excuse me,” and walked into her private bathroom, kicking the door shut behind her.


  Monroe waited, listened. He could hear the sounds of movement behind the door: the ruffling of clothing, the clumsy noises of a struggle, and a few choice words, rising in strength as the attempt at dressing with one useful arm grew more difficult. “Damn,” then “shit,” and finally a loud “fuck!”


  The door finally opened again and Angela MacIntyre came out. She was now dressed in sweats and sneakers, her hair tied back in a ponytail, an impressive feat for one who can use just a single hand. The sling was now visible and the hand hung limply against the stomach. A small bulge was visible under the shirt, at the shoulder, presumably where the bandages covered a still-healing wound.


  “Are you all right, Miss MacIntyre?” Monroe asked.


  “Call me Angela,” she told him, “and I could use a hand with my shoelaces.”


  “Of course,” Monroe said, and he knelt down to tie her sneakers. He stood and looked around, saw a jacket hanging on a hook beside the door, grabbed it, held it while Angela put her good arm into the sleeve, and draped the other half of the coat over her injured side. He held the door for her. “Shall we? If you’re sure you’re up to this.”


  “I hurt my shoulder,” Angela replied, giving him a dirty look, “which doesn’t affect my ability to walk. I don’t suppose you have a cigarette, do you?”


  “I don’t smoke,” Monroe said. He had in the past, especially if it would have helped his cover, but not in several years; Genevieve had disliked the smell of tobacco.


  “Damn,” Angela said. “Apparently they frown upon their patients smoking here…but I’m dying for one.”


  They were outside now, just past the front desk and the large front doors and walking down the steps to the walkway from which one could go to either the parking lots or the grounds. Monroe now saw his chance to get the subject of his assignment to trust him just a bit more than she might otherwise.


  “I could smuggle a pack in for you,” he offered, “when I come back tomorrow. What’s your brand?”


  “Newport,” she said, “and don’t forget the lighter.”


  “Newport it is then.”


  “Thank you, Rick.” She smiled at him now. “I can call you that, can’t I?”


  “Yes, Angela, that’s fine.”


  Off the walkway and onto the grass now, they strolled across the lawn and around several little islands of trees that decorated the landscape, some still full despite the autumn while others had tossed aside their summer attire and stood like naked skeletal sentinels watching over the property.


  “Down to business now,” Monroe said. “How’s the shoulder?”


  “It still hurts,” Angela admitted, “though not so sharply now. It’s more a dull ache that comes and goes as it pleases. And I can hardly feel my hand, my fingers are useless.”


  “Well we’ll see if we can get that fixed soon,” Monroe promised. “And if you don’t mind my curiosity, can I ask the obvious question?”


  “Which obvious question would that be, Rick? Maybe it’s not as obvious as you think?”


  “Who shot you, Angela? Your file did say it was a gunshot wound.”


  “I have no idea who shot me! Don’t you read the papers, Rick?”


  “Not in New Haven; I don’t normally live around here. I came in to see to your well being.”


  “Oh…well I was just walking out of a coffee shop, minding my own business, when it hit me. I don’t even remember hearing the shot, although some other people in the area reported a loud bang. I remember feeling some pain and falling down and people running around—some almost stepping on me—and then I was in the hospital. I’m tired of telling that story, so I’m glad you asked now and got it out of the way. I must have told the police the same thing a hundred times in the past week. I just want to forget about it and get back to regular life!”


  “I’m sorry, Angela. I didn’t mean to upset you. I couldn’t help being curious. So what does this regular life you speak of involve? Would there normally be a ring on that injured hand of yours? Or are you more of a career-now, marriage-later sort of girl?”


  “I haven’t had much luck with either,” Angela said. “I’m single, just graduated school now at the ripe old age of twenty-nine, and have no idea what I’m going to do next. I’ll probably end up teaching, not that I want to.”


  “Well what is it that you want to do?” Monroe asked.


  “I’m an actress at heart,” Angela said, “but ten years of trying and getting nowhere is too long. I had to stop.”


  “Ah…you’re a thespian!” Monroe said, giving her a smile. “Interesting; I’d like to hear more about what you’ve done, and I’m sure those ten years you speak of couldn’t have been all bad. You must have had some little successes in there to keep you going.”


  “Well, it had its moments,” Angela admitted, catching the contagion of Monroe’s smile and smirking a bit now too. “The first few years were wonderful, before the pressure to make it into something bigger got to be too much for me. In the beginning, it was just about the love of performance, being on stage, figuring out how to forget where Angela MacIntyre ended and her character began.”


  They came across a small wooden bench behind a clump of trees. They sat and Monroe decided to keep the subject going, as it seemed to get Angela to open up, talk more, forget her troubles and speak honestly.


  “What were some of the roles you got to play?” he asked. “Anything I may have heard of?”


  “I should hope so,” Angela said, “if you have any clue about the theatre at all.”


  “Try me,” Monroe said.


  “I poked around in Shakespeare Land of course,” Angela said, “but that’s to be expected, I suppose. And there was Summer and Smoke early on.”


  “Ah,” Monroe said, “Tennessee Williams, always interesting stuff there.”


  “It was,” Angela nodded. “That was the first time I felt completely lost in a role, lost in a good way I mean. That’s the feeling I always hoped for when trying on a new part. I wanted Angela to go away and someone new to inhabit my body, maybe even my soul.”


  “You wanted to provide an escapist experience for yourself as well as for the audience,” Monroe said.


  “Yes, something like that,” Angela nodded again, smiled sincerely like one who appreciates that another understands, fully, just what they mean.


  “So I suppose, in a way,” Monroe said, “acting is a semi-suicidal occupation. The actor wants to get rid of him or herself, at least for a while.”


  “You could look at it that way,” Angela said.


  “And you’ve quit seriously pursuing it now?” Monroe asked.


  “I couldn’t take it anymore.”


  “It must hurt terribly, to give up on a dream.”


  “Not as much as you think,” Angela said. “Maybe…maybe it was only partially my dream. Maybe I was tricked into thinking it was more important to me than it actually was.”


  “Tricked by whom?” Monroe asked.


  “Can we change the subject? Please?”


  “Am I prying too deeply?


  “Yes…no…I don’t know. I’m not uncomfortable talking about it, not with you at least, but it saddens me.”


  “Well I’m glad you’re not uncomfortable, Angela. I think it’s important for a patient to be at ease with someone who wants to help them.”


  “Rick, you’re sounding too much like a shrink. You’re supposed to be concerned with my shoulder, not my dreams.”


  “Do you want me to shut up?”


  “No. No, I don’t.”


  Monroe smiled at her. Connection made, he thought. He made up his mind to continue to probe her feelings, her hopes, her attitudes toward life and whatever else might possibly pertain to his seeking information about Simon Scythe, but he had to pull back a bit, he knew, not dig too deep too soon. The last thing he wanted to do was set off alarms in Angela’s head. Secrets would have to be eased out slowly, not ripped off like a Band-Aid.


  “And what about you?” Angela said. “What were your dreams when you were younger? How’d you wind up in the physical therapy field?”


  Good, Monroe thought, she’s changing the subject on her own, a sign that she wants to keep the dialogue alive. “It’s a noble profession, don’t you think?”


  “We’ll see about that,” Angela said with a mischievous giggle, “when we find out if you can get me using this arm again. When do we get to that anyway? Or were you planning on sitting out here talking to me all day?”


  “I want you to be comfortable with me,” Monroe said. “You said you’d prefer a woman therapist, so I thought I’d give you some time to change your mind.”


  “I’m not so worried about it now. Anyway, I’m halfway convinced you might be gay, which would keep you from hitting on me, I suppose.”


  “I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not gay. Why would you assume that?”


  “How old are you? Thirty-five, thirty-six…?”


  “Just over the border of forty, actually.”


  “And not married? You’re good-looking, in a decent job, so why not?”


  “Actually,” Monroe said, making the decision to use some truth to his possible advantage, “I’m a widower.”


  “Oh fuck!” Angela piped up, and then let her voice drop back down to conversational softness. “I’m sorry. God, I feel stupid now.”


  “There’s nothing to be sorry, about,” Monroe assured her. “It simply is what it is.”


  “Can I ask what happened?” Angela dared.


  “I’d…rather not discuss the details just now,” Monroe said, not wanting to give himself a longer list of lies to keep track of since the truth about his wife’s death was not an option.


  Angela stood up from the bench, took a step forward. “I think we should go back inside. It’s getting a little chilly out here.”


  Monroe rose, began to walk beside her. “Yes, that’s fine. We ought to get some work done anyway. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a look at that shoulder once we get upstairs, see where we stand.”


  “And if I do mind,” Angela asked, “will that stop you from looking?”


  “Not a chance,” Rick said. “I hope we can move ahead now…now that we’re friends and not just patient and therapist.”


  Angela shivered a little and upped her pace. The wind had picked up and Monroe could feel its coldness biting into his cheeks too. They walked back to the front of the building, leaves crunching underfoot until they left the grass for the concrete walkway. Monroe was satisfied with the way the morning had gone so far.


  


  ***


  



  Returning to her room, Angela and Monroe found a man inside, sitting on the bed.


  “Oh shit,” Angela muttered, loud enough for Monroe to hear beside her, but inaudible to her visitor, who rose from the bed to greet them.


  “Hello again, Miss MacIntyre,” he said. He was scruffy, balding, Italian-American. “And you are?”


  “Richard Madison,” Monroe said, offering a handshake, “physical therapist.”


  “I see,” said the man, whose very essence and posture and whole being suggested Cop to Monroe. “I’m Detective Joe Tomasi.”


  They shook hands and Tomasi said, with some effort toward politeness, “Excuse us, Mr. Madison. I have some questions for your patient.”


  “Yes, of course,” Monroe said, backing toward the door. “Angela, I’ll be back in a bit. Goodbye, Detective.”


  As he exited, Angela walked over to the window and stared out. Tomasi stood behind her, his back to Monroe. Monroe took advantage of the opportunity, slipped his cell phone out, activated the recording function, and dropped it into the potted plant that sat by the door to the room. He slipped out of the room, closed the door behind him, and strolled down the corridor with time to kill.


  Monroe got in the car, drove out of the lot, and headed down the road that led away from the rehab center. He found a gas station, filled the tank, made a small purchase, and drove back to the center. He parked and waited until he saw Detective Tomasi exit through the front door and drive away.


  Monroe went back inside, tossed a warm greeting to the receptionist, and took the elevator back up to the fourth floor. Angela’s door was open and Monroe entered.


  “You look upset. What did the detective have to say?”


  “The same thing, over and over again; he came to see me three times while I was in the hospital and he asks the same questions, to which I have no good answers.”


  “So they’re no closer to figuring out who shot you?”


  “It doesn’t seem so.”


  “I have something for you,” Monroe said, reaching into his jacket pocket and fishing out a pack of Newport and a cheap lighter. “Here you go.”


  “Thanks,” Angela said, smiling now. “Will you walk outside with me? I may need your hand to block the breeze.”


  Monroe managed to lift his phone from the planter by the door without her noticing. They went back down together, walked outside. Monroe cupped his hands around Angela’s one usable hand as she flicked the lighter and inhaled to get the smoke started.


  “We’re going to have to wait until tomorrow to start on our physical work,” Monroe said. “I have another patient to visit today and the detective’s visit has almost put me off schedule. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s all right, Rick,” Angela said. “Thanks for the talk earlier, and thanks for this.” She held up the cigarette between drags. “You’ll be back in the morning?”


  “I will, yes.”


  



  ***


  



  As soon as Monroe was again out of the parking area and back on the road, he placed the phone on the passenger seat and played back the words that had been spoken while he had been away.


  “What do you want this time, Detective?”


  “The same as I wanted last time, Miss MacIntyre. I want to know what the story is behind that money.”


  “I told you that was a personal matter and has nothing to do with what you’re supposedly investigating, not that you’ve made any progress, have you?”


  “Spare me the attitude. You’re the victim here and I’m on your side. When twenty-five grand goes missing from a woman’s bank account the same week that woman gets shot, the instincts of any decent cop are going to tell him that maybe…probably…there’s a connection. Now what was it: a gambling debt? Maybe you owed them more than just the twenty-five thousand and maybe they got pissed off when you didn’t pay the full amount. Is that why they shot you? Who was it, Miss MacIntyre? Who’d you owe that money to? I want the whole story.”


  “There is no story! I keep telling you that and you won’t listen! It was my money and I’ll do whatever I want with it. Maybe I gave it to charity. Did you ever think of that? And I don’t know who shot me! Try to come up with some new questions next time, Detective!”


  “I’ll be back soon enough, Miss MacIntyre. Find me some answers by then.”


  Monroe heard the sound of the door slamming as Tomasi left the room. The remaining minutes of the recording were filled with a few random profanities from Angela, the sound of her pacing about the room, and what might have been her fist banging once against the window in anger.


  After the recording, Monroe kept driving. He went right past the motel where he had stayed the night before, took a side road, and thought as he cruised.


  There was money, there was a shooting, but the victim had not died. Yet Simon Scythe, if he really was the one who pulled the trigger, had never, as far as Mr. Nine had reported, missed before. What if he had not really missed, Monroe thought. What if Angela MacIntyre had paid to be shot but not killed? A severe enough injury to put her in the hospital, require rehabilitation, but not kill; but why would an otherwise healthy young woman want to put herself through the pain and the trauma of such an event?


  Monroe reviewed his conversation with Angela, replayed it in his mind. She had loved acting in her early attempts at breaking into the profession but had grown frustrated with it later on in her twenties. She had gone back to school, finished her degree. And then she had hired a man to shoot her, if Monroe’s train of thought was accurate. She had said she did not truly miss acting as much as some might assume she did, claimed that perhaps she had been ‘tricked’ into thinking that life as a thespian meant more to her than it actually did. Tricked by whom?


  Monroe ran his new theory around in his head: Angela quits acting. She tries to find a new career even if her degree is tied to the theatre since it is, presumably, what she knows best. Someone then tries to push her back into the pursuit of an acting career. Angela can’t stand the thought of another decade of frustration, of scraping the surface but never really breaking in. She desperately wants a way out or at least a delay to allow her to get her mind sorted out, something to make her incapable of acting or auditioning or pursuing new opportunities for a while. She thinks about injuring herself in some way, not permanent but enough to put her out of commission. But she can’t do it herself; she either lacks the courage or is afraid she may do more damage than she intends. Then, somehow, she hears of the suicide-hitman for hire. She finds a way to contact him. She makes a deal with him. Twenty-five thousand dollars will buy one bullet, one perfectly placed shot to the right shoulder, just enough to give her a nice long break from the pressure being applied by whoever it is that still wants her to be an actress. Is it possible?


  The pieces fit, Monroe decided, although it amazed him to think that Angela could have been desperate enough to risk being shot. How could she have been certain the wound would not be slightly miscalculated and rip into a major artery or shatter a bone or cost her an arm? Still, people do stupid things when desperation rises to a certain level, Monroe knew. He decided to assume, until he learned differently, that he was close to the truth with what he had both discovered and theorized so far. Tomorrow he would try to confirm his suspicions.


  Chapter 5: Mouse, Waiting for Cat


  



  



  “If that’s you, Rick, come in!”


  Monroe had knocked and Angela answered, pleasantly and quickly. Monroe pressed down on the handle, pushed the door open, and entered her room. Angela was staring out the window again, which Monroe had observed that she seemed to do at every opportunity. It made sense to him and seemed like the sort of thing a perpetual dreamer might do. She was much less dressed than she had been the last time he’d seen her. No robe this time, just a tank top and shorts. Her hair was down, the injured arm was still in the sling, and she was barefoot. She turned to face him.


  “Good morning!”


  “Angela. How do you feel today?”


  “Not bad, and I can even move my fingers a little bit now.”


  Monroe looked down at the hand that hung in the sling. The fingertips swayed back and forth slightly. “Can you feel it, too?”


  “Somewhat,” Angela answered. “It’s coming back, slowly but steadily I think.”


  “That’s very good,” Monroe said, came closer to her, stopped and reached down to put his hand against hers, the one in the sling. “If you keep improving on your own, you’ll put me out of a job.”


  “You can always be my mental therapist if I don’t need a physical one anymore. You seemed quite good in that department yesterday.”


  “Well I’m happy to help however I can,” Monroe said, “and I enjoyed our talk.”


  “So what’s on for today?” Angela asked.


  “Can I ask you a question? Do you trust me enough to answer it?”


  “Ask and you’ll find out.”


  She smiled as she invited the question and Monroe realized she was flirting with him. He stared at her for a moment; let his eyes go cold, back to business. She saw the change in his expression and took a step back, pulling away from his touch.


  “Who shot you, Angela?”


  “Oh shit! You’re a cop! Tomasi sent you, didn’t he? The two of you are double-teaming me!”


  “No,” Monroe said. “I’m not a cop, Angela, I promise.”


  “Then what are you?”


  “Sit down,” Monroe said, pointing to the bed. The ice in his eyes made plain that it was not a suggestion, but an order.


  Angela did as he said, sitting down on the edge of the bed then sliding back, pulling her legs up in front of her so her chin rested on her knees. Her shoulders shook with upset and she used her good hand to balance herself as she sat there trying not to cry.


  Monroe sat down next to her, not too close, but near enough that he could grab her if she tried to get up or run or scream. “I’m with the government…and I have some ideas about why you were shot.”


  “What ideas?”


  “Tell me this Angela: who’s been pushing you so hard toward doing something you didn’t want to do that you felt you had to resort to something so stupid as having yourself shot to make them back off?”


  “You figured it out?”


  “I think so.”


  “How much trouble am I in?”


  “Not as much as you think you might be,” Monroe assured her, “if you come clean with me. Who was it that insisted on your acting career? Was it your parents?”


  Angela let out a long sigh, a sound of surrender. “It was my mother mostly. She’d tried it when she was young and failed and now she’s trying, I suppose, to live life through me, but it’s her dream now, not mine any longer. I couldn’t stand it anymore.”


  “And so,” Monroe said, “you went to the trouble and the expense to get yourself shot? Isn’t that a bit extreme?”


  “You might think so from where you’re looking in,” Angela said, still staring down, looking ashamed, embarrassed, leaning further forward and bringing her uninjured hand in front of her now to fiddle with her little toe, the physical activity subconsciously intended to partially distract her from her fear and shame, “but I had to have a break!”


  “Angela,” Monroe said with his voice calm and steady but dead serious, “listen to me now. I’m not here to arrest you or anything like that. I’m not going to tell the police anything. All I want is for you to help me find the man who shot you.”


  “Why do you care? What does what happened to me have to do with the government?”


  “Nothing,” Monroe told her. “This man, assuming he is who we think he is, has been going around shooting people on request for years. Most of them die because they apparently want to. If regular citizens are getting themselves shot for personal reasons, then I truly don’t care what they do or what their reasons are. It simply isn’t my business. But this man recently stuck his nose far too deeply up the ass-end of international politics. One of his contracts had far-reaching consequences that cost hundreds of people their lives. In other words, he’s gone from what might be considered assisted-suicide to committing murder by association. That, I cannot allow. You may have wanted to be shot, although I still think you could have found a better, less dramatic way to have a vacation from your mother’s interference in your life, but think of all the people in the world who don’t want bullets tearing into their bodies, who don’t want to die, who get caught up in wars that were not their idea! Help me put a stop to that, Angela.”


  “And you promise,” Angela asked, turning her head to look at Monroe with the beginnings of tears in her eyes, “that I won’t get in trouble?”


  “Not by my doing, you won’t,” Monroe said.


  Angela fell silent for several minutes, as if weighing, in her mind, whether or not to speak further. She finally decided in favor of Monroe and began again.


  “What do you want to know?”


  “First of all,” Monroe asked, “did you ever meet in person or see the man who shot you?”


  “No.”


  “Damn,” Monroe said. “That would have made things a lot easier. All right then, let’s start at the beginning of the whole strange affair.”


  “Can we leave here for a while?” Angela asked. “I don’t want to talk about it here. Can we go for a drive?”


  “Will they let you leave the grounds?”


  “Who’s going to stop us? I’m paying them a fortune to stay here and you’re a secret agent or something. Don’t you have a gun?”


  “Of course I do, but I can’t just go around shooting whomever I please.”


  “Whatever, Rick. This time you can help me get dressed so we can get out of here sooner.”


  Monroe could still see flirtation in her eyes and her smile, even after he had scared her with the truth. “My pleasure,” he said.


  



  ***


  



  It was chillier than the previous day and Monroe had the Lexus’s heat turned on as the window was slightly open on the passenger side so Angela could puff on a Newport. They had left the grounds of the rehab center and were cruising along at a leisurely pace.


  “I couldn’t injure myself,” Angela said. “I’m too much of a coward. So I went looking for a way to have someone else hurt me. I knew there had to be a way and money was no obstacle. I hired a private investigator and he very quickly found exactly what I was looking for. I paid a few thousand dollars for a phone number, and that’s how I contacted the man who shot me.”


  “It was that easy?” Monroe was amazed.


  “Getting the number was easy,” Angela answered, “but getting what I wanted once I called was much harder.”


  “In what way do you mean?” Monroe asked.


  “Getting from Point A to Point B once contact was made was quite labyrinthine.”


  “Describe the process to me,” Monroe said, “exactly as you remember it.”


  “I called the number I had been given,” Angela began, “and he answered. He didn’t tell me his name, but knew immediately why I was calling. His voice was male but he must have been using something to disguise it, because it sounded flat, cold, like I was talking to a robot. He asked me if I wanted to die and I told him that, no, I wanted to live but I needed to be hurt, and I told him how I wanted to be hurt. He asked if I understood how difficult it might be to injure me that way without doing anything worse, but I begged, told him to name his price, told him how desperate I was. And so he told me what the cost would be and what I would have to do to get him to do the job.”


  “And what was that?” Monroe urged her on.


  “The next few days,” Angela said, “were like some mystery movie, like I was a mouse and I had to run all over the city with the knowledge that the cat was watching me from some hidden vantage point. For two days, he would send me instructions and I would go to certain places and wait for further word. I think he was following me to make sure I didn’t have police watching. They were simple, mundane places like certain shops or parks or restaurants, and I’m afraid I no longer remember the order in which I was made to go to those places. After all that running about, he asked me what my schedule would be like in the next week. I told him what I could, and I asked him when he would do the job. He said he couldn’t tell me exactly when it would happen, but that as soon as he had the payment, the deal would be sealed with no opportunity for me to back out. I agreed and he told me where to drop the money, and I did so. After that, I waited, trying to go about my business as normally as possible.”


  “That must have been terrible,” Monroe said. “The waiting: walking around knowing you were going to be shot, but not knowing when or where.”


  “It was strange,” Angela said, “but there was a sort of nervous anticipation, and not all bad. I felt almost as if I was about to meet someone who had promised me love although I’d only spoken with him from afar.”


  “You, my dear,” Monroe said, “are a very troubled young lady. So that was it? You dropped the money somewhere and then, when you left that café, the bullet struck!”


  “Yes. That was the end of it. I remember a noise, pain, falling, and then the hospital and that damn annoying Detective Tomasi.”


  “What about your phone?” Monroe asked. “That would have traces of your communications with this man: saved numbers, text messages and such, even if you deleted them. Do you have that phone with you?”


  “No,” Angela said. “Somewhere between being shot and waking up in the hospital, the phone was lost. The one I have now is a replacement.”


  “What about the number you called to make contact with this killer in the first place?” Monroe asked. “Did you have it written down anywhere besides being stored in your phone?”


  “Yes,” Angela admitted. “He told me not to leave it written down anywhere, but I did. It’s in my apartment on a slip of paper hidden inside a book.”


  “Excellent,” Monroe said. “Although the bastard’s probably ditched that number by now, it’s a start, perhaps. What book is it hidden in? Do you remember?”


  “The Complete Works of Shakespeare,” Angela said. “It’s between the pages of Titus Andronicus.”


  “Thank you,” Monroe said. “I’m going to take you back now, Angela, and drop you off at the rehab center. This may be the last time you see me, but I need you to do one last thing for me.”


  “What?”


  “If you were to call your roommate and ask her to come and visit you this evening, do you think she would?”


  “Yes, I think so. We’re not very close, but I feel like we’ve started to become friends since we moved in together.”


  “Good,” Monroe said. “I need her out of your apartment tonight so I can sneak in and get that number. Call me after you’ve spoken to her and I’ll do what I have to do once she’s left the place. I’ll text you when I’ve got what I’m looking for so you can let her leave if she wants to. Can you do that for me?”


  “Of course,” Angela said. “Despite the lie that began our relationship, you’ve been good to me, Rick, and I think I’ll miss you. Be careful going after this man, please.”


  “I will,” Monroe said, reaching over to put a hand on Angela’s knee for a moment. “Now smoke your last cigarette before I take you back to your temporary prison. Tomorrow, your real physical therapist will show up and your life of leisurely strolls, drives, and chats will be at its end.”


  



  ***


  



  To a man with Richard Monroe’s experience, breaking and entering was elementary. He acquired the address from Angela, parked his car across the street, waited for the signal, via text message, from Angela, which luckily came just after the night’s darkness had completed its arrival, and hurried across the avenue dressed in dark clothes with nothing but a piece of wire, bent in a certain manner, and a small flat-head screwdriver to assist with his task.


  Angela’s apartment was a third story set of rooms. Monroe waited for one of the building’s other residents to enter the front door with a key and hurried in before the door had shut entirely. Bypassing the elevator to avoid being seen by anyone, even though statistically he knew they would likely think him just a visitor or a resident they did not know, he took the stairs up to Level Three. The hallway was empty except for three teenagers hurrying out of an apartment. Monroe strolled past them at a relaxed gait, waited the few seconds until they were out of sight, and took the bent wire and screwdriver from his pocket.


  Most people have no idea how cheaply made and easily manipulated most commercial locks are. Burglars get in all the time and they lack anything resembling the training of a proper espionage agent. The wire was slipped in, twisted a few times by Monroe’s expert hands, and the mechanism clicked, welcoming the wire as politely as it would the familiar key. He pushed the tip of the screwdriver into the lock beside the wire, turned it, and the lock surrendered to his manipulations. Monroe was in.


  The place looked just like what it was, a chamber shared by two young women with too much to do and too little time to properly organize their belongings. Papers sat in untidy piles on desks. Shoes waited in odd places, some missing their partners. The TV remote stuck its end out from between two couch cushions like the Loch Ness Monster teasing a tourist. Monroe found the bookcase, saw that there was no specific arrangement to its contents, with no alphabetical order or proper categorization, but the desired volume was easy enough to locate: a big, fat Complete Shakespeare. He took it down from its berth, checked the table of contents, found the right play, and flipped to its page. Titus Andronicus! The Bard’s early and bloody mess of a play did indeed hold the secret Monroe sought. The little slip of paper, torn from a post-it note, minus the sticky part, with its ten little digits of destiny, was soon safely tucked inside Monroe’s wallet. He put Shakespeare back where he belonged, got out of the apartment, and was back in the Lexus in minutes, no trouble at all.


  He sent Angela MacIntyre a brief text, giving the all-clear and a goodbye, and drove away into the New Haven evening, already considering the next step in the investigation into the identity of the killer called Simon Scythe.


  Chapter 6: The Hook


  



  



  Before he could try to call that number, Monroe would have to change cities. Simon Scythe would immediately grow suspicious if two potential clients contacted him from New Haven in such a short space of time. Monroe’s plan was to move first and then try to call. But he had already decided he would be surprised if the number led anywhere at all. A professional hitman would be likely to change numbers often to avoid leaving behind incriminating bread crumbs. The most-likely scenario would be that Monroe would find the number either no longer in use or now connected to some innocent citizen. If that turned out to be the case, Monroe would have to enlist assistance from some sort of technical expert in trying to track down traces of previous usage of the number. But first things first: selection of a city.


  As he drove out of New Haven in the night, Monroe considered his options. In the event, unlikely as it seemed, that a human being actually answered the call when he made it, he needed a story. He intended to bring Simon Scythe out into the open by hiring him, by being one of his suicidal clients. The game could go either of two ways: he could set up shop in a strange city and concoct an elaborate cover story, a new identity, a fake profession, a false reason for wishing death upon himself; or he could simply put reality out there to bait the fish. He weighed the two plans against each other. If he faked a life, he would have to make certain that the entire scam was impenetrable to examination. If Scythe then discovered that Monroe was a former CIA man, the assassin would be sure to run. But on the other hand, what if Monroe simply announced his past to the killer-for-hire? CIA, in mourning, not wanting to go on, but lacking the nerve to end it by his own hand; that might be believable enough, Monroe decided. If he simply let all the details hang out in the open, eschewing masks and charades, the predator just might fall into his hands and become the prey.


  So he decided on a city: his own city of Boston would do, as would his own name, and even the details of his past. Having made up his mind, Monroe pushed the Lexus harder and sped along the dark highway, heading home and ready to set the trap.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe waited a week after arriving home. He took the time to refresh his mind and his body, worked out, ate well, thoroughly rested. About to invite a killer into his life, using himself as the bait, he needed to be at the top of his game. Mr. Nine did not call to check on Monroe’s progress, which Monroe took as a sign of his new supervisor’s confidence in him. He did not try to call Nine either and would do so only if he truly needed advice or assistance.


  When the week was over, Monroe prepared to make the call. He would not use the same phone he used to communicate with Mr. Nine. He went out and bought a cheap second cell phone, a pay-as-you-use throwaway phone. He returned to his apartment, fished the little slip of torn paper out of his wallet, and dialed.


  Three rings and then, to Monroe’s amazement, an answer came.


  “Hello.”


  The voice was as Angela MacIntyre had described it: cold, flat, robotic. Monroe got the same impression Angela had reported, that some mechanical means was being used to obscure the true voice.


  “I hope I haven’t called at a bad time,” Monroe said, “but I’m very interested in the services I’ve heard you offer.”


  “And what services would those be?” the voice asked, a drop of sarcasm sliding around in those words.


  “This is the Reaper, is it not?” Monroe said, deciding to go the confident, mind-made-up route rather than feign the nervousness that some of the suicide-hitman’s employers probably had on display when making similar calls.


  “Where did you get this number?”


  “I have sufficient resources at my disposal to get whatever I want,” Monroe said, “and I hope that includes an ending to a story that seems to have gone on far too long.”


  “May I ask where you’re located?” the voice said.


  Despite the means used to disguise the voice’s true qualities, Monroe was sure it was male and not very young, though not old, either. He tried to listen for any hint of regional origin in the voice, but came up empty.


  “I’m in Boston, Massachusetts,” Monroe said.


  “My fees are quite steep,” the voice said. “Can you afford what you want?”


  “I have nobody left,” Monroe said. “Everyone is dead…except for me. I’m perfectly willing to spend it all: several hundred thousand dollars.”


  “Perhaps we are on the same page,” the voice agreed. Monroe could almost hear the anticipation through the phone. The voice then shifted gears. “Of course, there always is the possibility that I’m speaking to someone who truly does not have my best interests in mind: police, perhaps, or the government. What assurance can you offer me to contradict that idea?”


  “I can offer you the truth,” Monroe said. “I used to be one of those things…but those days are gone now. Today I’m just a man, and I don’t even want to be that anymore.”


  “Will you tell me your name?”


  “My name is Richard, Richard Monroe. And what shall I call you?”


  “It doesn’t really matter what you call me.”


  “Do you know what they call you?”


  “What?”


  “Simon Scythe.”


  “Ha! Thank you for that information, Mr. Monroe. I like it! And they have no idea who I am or where I’m to be found?”


  “Not a clue.”


  “And which part of their game did you play in former days, Monroe?”


  “Naval intelligence, then CIA, and now I sit on my ass all day and read books and feel the loneliness closing in faster and faster.”


  “Most unfortunate,” Scythe said. “And a man with your background can’t finish the game yourself?”


  “No,” Monroe said. “My guts seem to have shriveled down to nothing, one of the nasty after-effects of personal tragedy, I suppose. I’ve reached the point where I can sit here and drink myself to death slowly and miserably…or I can get somebody to walk me over to the cliff and give me a good shove.”


  “I need some time, Monroe.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m not in Boston or anywhere near it and I don’t entirely trust you either, not yet. You must understand that a man in my profession has to be absolutely certain before he accepts a commission. I’m the best there is at what I do. I may be the only man in history who does exactly what I do. I intend to stay in that position for as long as I can. And so I must be sure that you’re not playing some game of subterfuge with me. I do not walk into traps. Is that understood?”


  “Clear as day,” Monroe said. “But hurry up, please. It’s money for you, peace for me.”


  “Do not call me again,” Simon Scythe said. “I will contact you when—if—we are to proceed in this matter. Good day, Mr. Monroe.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe tried to put himself in Scythe’s shoes. What would he do in a similar situation, offered a big contract by a man who admittedly had a past that sparked suspicion? Monroe was sure he had interested Scythe. The killer would investigate further. He would probably travel to Boston and do some spying.


  Monroe had to make it look real. He had hinted at a drinking habit and also at intense grief and loneliness. He went to the liquor store, bought several dozen bottles of scotch, whiskey, and other strong stuff. He would empty those bottles a few at a time and make sure they went out with his garbage, as any spy worth his weight in surveillance tapes knows that the golden path to understanding a target’s life is through his trash. He bought picture frames too, filled them with photographs of Genevieve, placed them in prominent places around the apartment, even breaking one of the frames and leaving the picture in its shattered house.


  He stopped shaving too, tried to look tired, kept rings of exhaustion around his eyes, added a bit of gray to his temples. He slept later than was his habit in the mornings, stayed up late at night, visited bars and went for long walks at all hours.


  This went on for a week and Monroe began to feel like he was being watched. There were no certain signs of surveillance, just a gut instinct, but a feeling that he had learned to trust over long years of experience. He was tempted to try to catch the watcher in the act, turn the tables now rather than let the game go on and be dragged further into it. Shouldn’t he minimize the risk?


  No, he decided, let it continue. Wait. Be patient. Draw the bastard out and see where the dice come to rest.


  



  ***


  



  On the eighth day, the call came just before noon. Monroe had actually been drinking some of the scotch he had stocked up on, just a bit though, as most of it had discreetly gone down the drain.


  Monroe picked up the phone. “Hello.”


  “So sorry to learn of what happened to your wife,” Simon Scythe’s mechanized voice said. “She was lovely. I enjoyed looking at her image when I visited your home last night.”


  “Do we have a deal then?” Monroe asked, pushing impatience to the forefront of his tone.


  “We do indeed,” Scythe said. “You have fallen far from your pedestal in Paris, haven’t you, Richard?”


  “As low as it goes,” Monroe said. “Now what do I have to do to get you to help me? Spit it out man! I can’t take this dancing around the subject any longer!”


  “I need the money, Richard. I’ve had a good long look at your financial state, too, and I think a nice round sum of three hundred thousand will settle this nicely.”


  “How do I get it to you?”


  “I only accept cash, so you’d better call your banker,” Scythe said.


  “Give me two days to get that in order,” Monroe said. “Once I’ve got it, what then?”


  “In forty-eight hours,” Scythe told him, “I’ll call you again and arrange for you to drop the money exactly where I tell you to.”


  “And then you’ll shoot me?”


  “No,” Scythe said. “And then you’ll be on my schedule, but I never reveal the exact time or place where the shot will ring out. But you have my solemn promise that you will die very, very soon after payment has been made. I am always true to my word. And let me say again, Richard, I was very sorry to hear about what happened to your wife.”


  “Thank you,” Monroe said.


  “So,” Scythe asked, “did they ever catch the one who fired that shot in Paris?”


  “Not to my knowledge,” Monroe said, “but I’ve been out of the loop for some time now. And to tell you the truth, I don’t give a damn about revenge. I just want to get to where she’s gone to, as quickly as possible.”


  “In that case, Richard,” said the invisible killer, “I’ll be happy to provide the ticket once you’ve paid for it. We’ll talk again soon.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  Online banking has changed the way the world does its financial business and Monroe took full advantage of that modern convenience. In a few hours’ time in front of the computer, Monroe had managed to consolidate the requested three-hundred thousand dollars needed to seal the deal with Simon Scythe. The full sum had been transferred from its various homes in Europe and the United States to sit together in one account in one bank which had a branch in Boston only a few minutes’ driving time from Monroe’s residence. He then called the bank manager to schedule an appearance for the next afternoon to withdraw the large amount, requesting that it be made available in bundles of hundreds ready to be packed in a single briefcase.


  When the banking business was done, Monroe relaxed for the rest of the day, as much as relaxation was possible for a man on such a mission. He went over the details of his plan in his mind, checking and double-checking for potential problems and saw no obstacles except any suspicion which might arise in the mind of the target, although he foresaw no great chance of such worries causing much of a problem. Monroe’s instincts were telling him that Scythe was already enraptured by the idea of that three-hundred grand and greed would overshadow caution. When the afternoon had been spent thinking and waiting and evening was there, Monroe got up and went out. He had another task to complete before picking up the money the next day. He knew he would probably be followed and he had already figured out how to get what he needed without his true intentions being suspected. He would not even be driving this time, as the things he sought could be found only a few blocks away.


  Chapter 7: Line and Sinker


  



  



  Fenwick’s Tavern is an old-fashioned Boston pub. In business since shortly after the revolution, the place is something of a landmark. It had also been one of Monroe’s favorite watering holes in his younger days and he could recall its interior layout even after many years away from the place.


  Monroe walked the seven blocks to Fenwick’s and went inside. It was a weeknight and the joint was only half full. He walked in and wondered if Simon Scythe was watching him from across the street. It did not matter if he was, Monroe decided, as long as he did not follow him inside. Monroe went to the very end of the bar, far enough back that he was sure he couldn’t be seen clearly by anyone looking in the front window. He ordered a scotch and took a few slow sips. After nursing that drink for fifteen minutes, he left the half-empty glass on the bar with a generous tip. He went not to the front door to exit, but to the back of the bar where the restrooms were. Hoping it had not been remodeled since his last visit to the place, he entered the men’s room.


  Monroe entered the second stall, closed the door behind him, and forced the window open, making a space large enough for him to slip through. He landed six feet below the window in the narrow alley that separated the rear wall of Fenwick’s from the rear wall of the building that had its back to the tavern and its front facing out on the parallel street. That parallel building happened to be a shoe store, expensive and fashionable, but it was the shop three doors down which interested Monroe.


  He entered the pharmacy and began to search the shelves, having already written his shopping list on the fabric of his mind. He selected a few small cans and several bottles, all common over-the-counter remedies for minor ailments, paid for them, and went back outside. Returning to the alley between the shoe store’s rear and the spine of Fenwick’s, Monroe hid the bottles and cans in his jacket pockets, climbed back into the tavern bathroom through the still open window, and made sure to flush on the way out of the stall, for the sake of realism, despite not having made a deposit.


  He went back to his barstool, had a second round of scotch, tipped again, and left the place for the walk back home.


  



  ***


  



  When he arrived at his apartment, Monroe went straight to his bathroom and shut the door behind him. It was the smallest room in the place and the one which he had searched thoroughly enough to be absolutely certain that Simon Scythe had not bugged or otherwise rigged for surveillance in any way. He took the pharmacy wares from his jacket and placed them in the medicine cabinet. He undressed, showered, and left the bathroom to retire for the night, satisfied that the prelude to the acquisition of the briefcase of cash had gone well.


  



  ***


  



  The bank business went as smoothly as the trip to Fenwick’s and the pharmacy had. The bank manager had the money ready, three thousand little portraits of Benjamin Franklin, neatly stacked in bundles and bound in paper wrappers. Monroe signed for the cash, had help from the bank manager placing it into the briefcase he had brought with him, assured the manager that he did not want a guard to see him to his car, drove the Lexus back to his apartment, and carried the case undisturbed up to his floor. When night fell and the apartment was dark and safe from any cameras Simon Scythe might have installed during his break-in, Monroe took the briefcase into the bathroom and leaned it against the wall to wait there until it was time to prepare the case’s contents for delivery.


  



  ***


  



  The expected call came precisely when promised: forty-eight hours after the last contact between Monroe and Scythe.


  “I know you have it,” Simon Scythe said.


  “Yes,” Monroe told him.


  “I want it tonight.”


  “Name your time and place.”


  “I saw you get a drink last night, Richard.”


  “I’m not surprised to know you were in the area.”


  “Since you seem to like Fenwick’s, Richard, let’s do it that way. That old tavern can be our special place.”


  “Whatever you want,” Monroe said. The condescending tone in Scythe’s voice was making him itch. “Let’s close this deal and get it over with.”


  “You’re in a terrible hurry to die, aren’t you, Monroe?”


  “Damn it! When and precisely where are we doing this?”


  “There is an alley that runs behind Fenwick’s,” Scythe said. “In the alley is a dumpster. You will bring the money there tonight at nine, Richard. You will make certain that no one sees you enter the alley; I’m sure the skills you acquired in your old profession will help you with that. You will deposit the case behind the dumpster, out of sight but within easy reach for it to be dug out. You will then leave the vicinity immediately and return to your home. I will not come for you tonight, but you have my oath that once I have received payment you will not have to endure your misery for very much longer. Are we both on the same page, Richard?”


  “We are, Simon, and thank you.”


  Click.


  Monroe went into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet, taking out everything he would need for the next phase and placing all the items atop the closed toilet. He slipped a pair of latex gloves over his hands and a small surgical mask over his mouth and nose. He took a small plastic cup and sat it on the edge of the sink. Then he looked to the collection of bottles and cans he had brought home from the pharmacy the night before, thinking over the ideal order of ingredients.


  Into the plastic cup he sprayed a half inch of canned athlete’s foot remedy to begin with the liquid base of the solution he was preparing. He then opened several bottles of pills and ground their contents into a fine powder by wrapping the handful of pills in a towel and stepping on them. This powder was added to the liquid and stirred. More spray went into the cup next, followed by more pills made into dust. Monroe’s method was simple enough: millions of people all over the world use all sorts of over-the-counter pharmaceuticals every day. Many of those people use more than one such product on a daily basis. But it is very, very improbable that any particular individual will accidentally combine just the right six or seven or eight medications in precisely the right way to create a mixture that can cause illness by contact with the bare skin or by ingestion of a small amount. Monroe, however, knew just how to create such a concoction. In the business of stealing secrets and occasionally dealing out death, it is possible for a situation to arise wherein the most common, ordinary, mundane items must be used as weapons. This includes using golf clubs as bludgeons or letter openers as daggers, but the same idea can easily be attached to poisons. Monroe recalled his chemical training from years earlier and put it to good use. The solution was soon completed and he used a spare toothbrush to carefully spread it on the edges of the stacks of bound hundred-dollar bills where it would dry into an odorless, colorless coating that, when disturbed by the inevitable thumb-shuffling of the bills by their pleased new possessor, would waft up into the air for inhalation or, failing that, would make a tiny meal when the finger that had done the shuffling absent-mindedly came into contact with the lips or the tongue.


  The effect, Monroe knew, would be sickening, though not lethal. He had no intention of killing Simon Scythe outright, at least not yet. He wanted to have words with him first. And he wanted those words to be exchanged face to face.


  



  ***


  



  Except for Monroe having to wait in the shadows for nearly ten minutes while two Fenwick’s employees stood in the alley behind the bar smoking, the drop went easily. Monroe entered the alley from the shoe store side, scurried over to the dumpster when the coast was clear, and placed the briefcase in the predetermined spot, sliding it just far enough behind the large metal trash container to keep it out of the incidental sight of anyone who happened to wander into the alley. He got out of there fast once the drop had been made, certain that Simon Scythe was watching from somewhere, although he saw no concrete signs of surveillance.


  Monroe went straight home. He went into the bathroom, the one safe place, and turned the tub’s faucet on to create a background buzz for further concealment of sound. He called Mr. Nine.


  “How goes it?” the old soldier turned senior spy asked.


  “Smooth progress so far,” Monroe said. “I’ve…”


  “No need for details yet,” Mr. Nine said. “But you must need something. What is it?”


  “The flow of information,” Monroe said. “Can you tap police and ambulance chatter and hospital info?”


  “Piece of cake; not even a whole piece: just a few crumbs. It’s that easy,” Mr. Nine said. “What exactly am I listening for?”


  “If it happens,” Monroe explained, “and I’m ninety percent sure it will happen as I’ve planned, an adult male, probably Caucasian, probably somewhere over thirty, will either call an ambulance or get to a hospital under his own power. He’ll complain of symptoms that will include some, and maybe all, of the following: severe headache, dizziness, abdominal pains, vomiting, diarrhea, gas, numbness in the face and extremities, chest pain, and maybe even a nosebleed.”


  “Is there a certain time frame?” Mr. Nine asked.


  “Soon, I hope,” Monroe answered. “I can’t imagine he won’t try to count the money. I expect it to happen not later than four or five hours from now even if he waits for the symptoms to be almost unbearable before he calls for help.”


  “I assume we’re talking about Simon Scythe.” Mr. Nine said. “What did you do to him?”


  Monroe laughed, cold and hard. “I found him, called him, hired him, paid him, and served him a special cocktail of my own recipe. Once he takes a sip, he’ll be a fish in my barrel.”


  “Excellent,” Mr. Nine said. “I’ll hang up now and go plug in so I can keep an ear out for your sick little friend.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  It took five hours. Mr. Nine called back at two-thirty in the morning.


  “Did I wake you, Monroe?”


  “What do you think?”


  “Of course I didn’t.”


  “Has he shown up on the radar?”


  “I think we may have a winner. A white male, forty-five, was admitted to Massachusetts General Hospital right there in beautiful Boston just about an hour ago. The patient seems to have complained of a nice assortment of the symptoms you listed for me earlier. He’s been put in a room, a private one, not in intensive care since he’s listed in serious but not critical condition. They’ll certainly hold him for at least a day, maybe more. They don’t think he’s in any danger of dying, but I don’t think they’ve figured out what happened to him other than guessing at exposure to some nasty substance.”


  “Excellent,” Monroe said. “Do we have a name?”


  “We certainly do,” Mr. Nine said. “The patient’s name—the one he’s using today at least—is Franklin Carney. He’s an attorney, or at least that’s his cover story, and if it is a cover, it’s a good one. As soon as I got the name, I checked up on him and found records of a successful practice based in St. Paul, Minnesota. He’s apparently running two careers simultaneously, one as a lawyer and one as the suicide-hitman you’ve been chasing. So you’ve got him in your web, Monroe. Will you be paying him a visit?”


  “Of course,” Monroe said, “and I’ll finish the job while I’m there.”


  “Excellent,” Mr. Nine said. “Send me a confirmation text when it’s done.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe eliminated the itchy scruff he had accumulated while playing the suicidal widower. After the shave, he took a long hot shower. He dressed in a shirt and tie and grabbed the credentials he had used in New Haven, drove to Massachusetts General to be admitted to the building as Richard Madison, licensed physical therapist.


  Getting in was easy. It was very early morning and the receptionist seemed bored, half-asleep, and happy to see an unfamiliar face. It was far past visiting hours and even staff was at a low. Monroe presented his forged credentials and was readily accepted as what he claimed to be. He went straight through the reception area, cruised by two coffee-drinking security guards who paid him no mind, which was good since he was armed, and found an unoccupied computer.


  The patient, Franklin Carney, was in Room 667, still listed in serious condition, and monitored but not under constant observation as his condition was not thought to be life-threatening. Monroe now had all the information he needed. He took the elevator up and walked slowly down the almost deserted hall of the sixth floor after nodding and flashing a smile at the obese nurse who seemed quite absorbed in her crossword puzzle.


  Monroe entered the room and found it dimly lit by a single bedside lamp, the ceiling lights turned off to let the patient rest. Monroe stood in front of the bed and looked at the occupant. Franklin Carney was a little weasel of a man, slight in build, going bald but not there yet, and pointy-nosed. A pair of glasses sat on the small table beside the bed. Wires from monitors ran onto the edge of the bed with their ends taped to Carney’s arms and chest to keep careful watch on his heartbeat and breathing. Monroe nudged the end of the bed slightly with his knee, just enough to jiggle the mattress and cause enough vibration to wake the sleeper.


  Carney groaned, opened his eyes, groaned again, reached for his glasses, put them on somewhat crookedly, and squinted at the standing visitor.


  “Richard.”


  “Hello, Simon,” Monroe said. “Or Franklin or whoever you want to be today. How do you feel?”


  “Like shit,” Carney said. “I thought I was dying, you son of a bitch. What did you do to me?”


  “My own recipe,” Monroe said with a grim smile.


  “Who the hell do you work for?” Carney asked. “True CIA would never mention CIA and the FBI’s too scared of the CIA to pose as them. I know you were CIA once, but you’re not anymore and I walked right into your trap because I knew the regular agencies would never reveal so much. Who pulls your strings now?”


  “No strings attached anymore,” Monroe said. “All I get is a nudge in the right direction and then I’m on my own. I’m the kid who gets to color outside the lines.”


  “Then you’re here to kill me,” Carney said. It was not a question. He knew.


  “I haven’t decided yet,” Monroe lied.


  “Yes you have,” Carney said, “but maybe I can change your mind.”


  Monroe laughed. “And how would you do that?”


  “You lied to me on the phone, Richard. You told me you never found out who killed your wife. But I knew who Baltasar al-Hamsi was and I notice he’s dropped out of sight recently and I think I’ve put two and two together and come out with the fact that he took the Paris job and you killed him for it. Since you’re going to kill me anyway, can I ask if I’m right?”


  Monroe nodded. “Exactly how much do you know about Paris? You’re holding something back, Simon! If you know something I may be interested in, I’d suggest you share it now and I might rethink the rest of this meeting.”


  “Will you let me live?”


  “I’ll break your fingers so you won’t ever pull a trigger again, but you can go practice law all you want…if you give me something of value, real value.”


  “I know who hired the Syrian to shoot your wife.”


  “How the hell would you know that?”


  “He tried to hire me first.”


  “You only do suicide cases.”


  “And that’s precisely what I told him, so he got al-Hamsi instead. It’s a shame too; I’ve never been to Paris, but rules are rules.”


  Monroe took his gun out, let Carney see it. “I want a name now.”


  Carney acquiesced, not that he had another option.


  “Garrett Khan.”


  Monroe knew the name, knew enough about the man to whom the name belonged to realize the plausibility of Carney’s claim. Monroe nodded once and shot Carney in the forehead. Blood struck the wall and stained the pillow. The sound of the shot was immediately followed by the monitors beeping flat-line.


  Monroe holstered the Glock, spun, grabbed the small bag of the patient’s personal effects that sat on the table next to where the glasses had rested, and fled the room. The obese nurse would never catch him, the security men would be sluggish and tired at this point in their shifts, and hospital layouts were not hard to predict if one had any idea of the standards. With stark efficiency, Monroe flew down the hall, through a door, down several flights of stairs, out of a little-used rear exit and disappeared into the Boston night, soon reaching the Lexus that sat waiting for him a few blocks away. He would have to trust Mr. Nine to use his influence to see that the Boston police found little of use in the surveillance tapes.


  He sent the promised text signaling the completion of his mission. Once that was done, and as he continued to drive, Monroe reached over and dumped the bag of Carney’s belongings. The wallet contained ID in the Carney name and Monroe tossed that out the window after taking out the several hundred dollars cash. The next item was what he really wanted: a room card for the local Hilton, access to the room lately occupied by the visiting suicide-hitman.


  Headed for the Hilton, Monroe ran through his mental file on Garrett Khan.


  Chapter 8: Friends in Low Places


  



  



  The facts as Richard Monroe knew them: Garrett Khan was young for an international crime lord, only in his thirties, yet every major law-enforcement or intelligence agency in the world had a fat file on his activities. At least those acts and properties that had not been sufficiently hidden from the sight of even the sharpest eyes.


  An English-born man of Mongolian ancestry, Garrett Khan, which was probably not his real name, claimed to be a descendent of Genghis Khan although he had never publicly presented any real evidence to back his genealogical boast. A busy criminal, Khan had his dirty fingers in every imaginable pie the underworld had to offer: drugs, prostitution, theft and the various black markets for stolen merchandise, the sale of information, some ties to political assassinations in several nations were suspected but unproven, and there were plenty of other things too on the list of his nefarious accomplishments. He employed, at the best guesses of those who followed his games, well over a thousand people, most of them under the table and off the record. He rarely got his own hands bloody, preferring to let others do the nastiest jobs for him. He had offices and rings of underlings in over a dozen countries worldwide and his ill-begotten fortune was estimated to be worth as much as several billion dollars.


  As for Monroe’s connection to the Garrett Khan Empire, that was clear. Three years earlier, a large joint operation had taken place, a triple knockout punch, simultaneously set in motion in three nations, and shut down Khan’s operations in three major cities. The FBI had hit hard in New York City, MI6 had done the work in London, and Richard Monroe in liaison with the French had delivered a potent punch to the Paris face of Khan’s crime machine. While that had been a bad day for Garrett Khan, he had operations in enough other places around the globe for that effort to have put only a small dent in his works.


  Monroe had not particularly suspected Khan’s involvement in Genevieve’s murder, but was not at all surprised to hear the helpless Franklin Carney utter that name. He would discuss this new information with Mr. Nine as soon as the opportunity presented itself, but he had other business to attend to first. Something that belonged to him was in need of retrieval.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe reached the Hilton without incident, made his way uninterrupted to the room that had been occupied by Franklin Carney, and put on gloves and a mask as he entered. The briefcase was easy enough to find. Carney had apparently fallen so ill so fast that he had neglected to hide it. Monroe opened it, peaked inside just long enough to see that most, if not all, of his money was present, and slammed it shut again. He would take it home and thoroughly wash that cash.


  He took one more item with him: Carney’s laptop computer. There might be a wealth of information about the activities of Simon Scythe on that hard drive, Monroe knew. He would see that it made its way into the hands of Mr. Nine.


  Driving back to his apartment after the Hilton, Monroe had to smile. Things were going wonderfully so far. He had fired the first bullet of his new occupation and it had been perfectly placed in its target. The first mission had gone off without a hitch, his finances were intact, and he had been thrown a most unexpected bone by fate. Now he just had to decide what to do with the information, and he hoped Mr. Nine would let him do what he was already mostly certain he wanted to do.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe filled the bathtub with hot soapy water and dumped the contents of the briefcase in. He used a broom handle to stir the soup and left it to soak for a few hours. He put the briefcase, which was probably also dusted with the poison, into a garbage bag and took it out to the building’s dumpster. Returning to his penthouse, he crawled into bed and left the waking world as soon as his head hit the pillow, for he had no pressing problems to keep him up.


  If he dreamed, he did not remember it when he woke up well past noon, feeling refreshed in mind and in body. He drained the tub, put the money, which he was confident was now safely clean, into a laundry sack, and left it to sit and dry. He rinsed the tub three times and then stepped in to shower.


  Dressed and nursing his coffee forty-five minutes later, he placed his cell phone on the table, turned on the speaker function, and called Mr. Nine.


  “Nice work last night,” said the senior spy. “Are you glad you accepted my offer, Monroe?”


  “I am,” Monroe said. “What are the cops saying about Carney’s death?”


  “They haven’t got a clue,” Mr. Nine answered. “Don’t worry yourself about it. There’s nothing to tie you to him on paper and I know you weren’t stupid enough to leave prints or obvious DNA. I wiped your file of any identifying info as soon as I hired you, so you’re not on record specifically enough for them to connect the dots. Anyway, why are you calling?”


  “Two reasons, sir,” Monroe said. “I have a present for you…and I have a big request.”


  “I’ll send somebody to pick up the computer,” Mr. Nine said.


  “How’d you know about that?” Monroe asked.


  “I saw the list the detectives made a few hours ago of Carney’s belongings at the hotel. A travelling hitman masquerading as an attorney would not leave home without ‘net access. It was quite obvious. Now what’s this request you want to run by me?”


  “Garrett Khan,” Monroe said, and he could not help speaking the name with a razor-edge to his voice. “I want your permission to find him and kill him.”


  “Ah shit!” Mr. Nine said. “Carney gave you some juicy tidbit to try to buy his life back, didn’t he? Let me guess: Garrett Khan ordered the hit on your wife.”


  “According to Carney, yes he did.”


  “And you believe him?”


  “I know a lie when I see one, sir,” Monroe said, “especially when a man’s life depends on the next words to come out of his mouth. What Carney said, he truly believed.”


  “Monroe,” the veteran intelligence chief said, “I’m not going to stop you if you decide to go off after Khan…and I might even support such an effort…but this is a much bigger fish than Simon Scythe or Baltasar al-Hamsi. You might even call him a shark. I’d hate to lose my new agent so soon. You know how powerful Khan is, you know how far his reach extends. How would you even begin such an operation?”


  “To be honest, sir,” Monroe said, “I haven’t a clue, at least not yet, but I’ll find a way. I have to.”


  “Then call me back when you figure that out. Don’t waste my time until then. You can expect that laptop to be picked up within two hours. The courier will use the word ‘sandpaper’ as part of a comment he makes when you open the door. If he doesn’t say that word, kill him.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  Boston, like any major American city, has its rough spots, sections where crime runs wild and some citizens fear to tread while others thrive. To such an area, Richard Monroe drove several days after the conclusion of the Simon Scythe affair. He had an idea.


  Men like Monroe, well-dressed and white, do not go to Archer’s Auto Body. When Monroe did walk in through the open bay doors, he stood there watching the six mechanics working on cars that were obviously being repainted, adjusted, and otherwise disguised away from their original and likely stolen forms. It took about twelve seconds for one of those mechanics to notice him, cry out, “Five-O!” and have the others all turn and surround the visitor menacingly.


  “We’re taking no new clients,” one of the men said, his hand just under his shirt as if to imply that he was armed. “And if you’re a cop, you better have a warrant.”


  “And some backup,” taunted another of them.


  Monroe showed no fright, no nervousness. He raised his hands to signal no ill intent, and spoke. “Relax, gentlemen. I’m just here to see Mr. Archer.”


  “Nobody gets to see the boss!” shouted the one who had suggested backup. He stepped closer to Monroe and said, “You got business with the boss, it goes through me first.”


  Monroe took a quick step forward, threw a fist into the man’s gut, and watched him double over. He whirled to face the others, who were closing in fast. He dodged one punch but was grabbed from behind by a big brute of a man. He was about to stomp down on his captor’s foot when a new voice broke through the melee.


  “What is all this fuckin’ noise? Randolph, get up off the floor. What’d you guys do, catch a white man where he don’t belong?”


  “Good afternoon, Spencer,” Monroe grunted as best he could with his ribs being squeezed.


  “Oh shit!” cried Spencer Archer, and then, “Let him go, you idiot! Let him go! You all get your asses back to work now!”


  Monroe was released and followed Spencer into a backroom office. They sat. The place was a mess, with paperwork scattered about and pornographic calendars hung in too many spots, as if Archer would have missed the previous years’ girls if he had replaced them, so he just kept adding.


  “Rick Monroe!” Spencer said, exuberantly now. He was a tall, slim black man in his early thirties with a thin moustache and a friendly face when he wanted to be nice. “How you been? It’s been too damn long! What can I do for you?”


  Monroe laughed. “It’s good to see you too, Spencer. I need a favor, if you still feel you owe me one.”


  He thought about how he had come to know Archer. The memory flashed through his mind and it was, in an odd sort of way, a happy reminiscence. Seven years earlier, on what had been his last visit to Boston before being stationed in Paris an attempt had been made to mug Monroe. Spencer Archer, then a low-level hoodlum, had caught Monroe on a side street, pulled a knife, and demanded cash. Monroe had feigned reaching for his wallet, made a quick move, and easily disarmed the thug. The result had been a complete turning of the tables. Archer had wound up begging for his life, so impressed by Monroe’s skill that he was sure he was about to die. Monroe, who at the time would not kill unless duty ordained it, had spared Archer with nothing worse than a sound thrashing and the two men had actually fallen into conversation there on that Boston night. Unexpectedly, Monroe had found Archer to be quite likable in a rascally way and had sent him on his way after regaling him with a few choice tales of life as an espionage agent. Archer, who had never been thwarted in such a way before, had promised Monroe a favor in return should he ever be in a position to grant one. Years had passed, and now Monroe had come to collect, and Archer was fine with that.


  “How illegal is it?” Spencer asked, laughing. “As you can see, I’ve got a nice shop set up here, even if it is a little on the shady side.”


  “It’s not illegal at all,” Monroe answered. “I just need some information on how things flow in Boston these days.”


  “Will I get caught up in your Big Brother business if I help you out?”


  “Not if I can help it, Spencer. I play my games a little differently now. It’s just me controlling the chessboard, just me with no little pawns.”


  “So who’s the opponent this time?”


  “Have you ever heard of Garrett Khan, Spencer?”


  Archer shook his head. Monroe was not surprised. Archer was far too street-level to know anything about Khan’s enterprises, but he would have bet the entire sum of money reclaimed from Franklin Carney’s hotel room that Archer’s auto theft ring was connected in some way, shape or form to something with Khan’s prints on it somewhere along the line.


  “Good,” Monroe said. “If you had heard of him, I’d be worried you were climbing the food chain too fast for your own good. Stay low where it’s fairly safe. But I bet you know somebody who has heard of him. Khan’s got things going on at almost every level of the kind of games criminals play. Let’s see if we can figure out a few Boston connections, okay, Spencer?”


  “Shoot,” Spencer said, opening a refrigerator behind his desk and tossing a beer to Monroe.


  Monroe opened the can with a snap and a fizz and tossed his first question at Spencer after taking a sip of the bitter brew.


  “I can see you fly under the radar here, but who really runs the auto trade in Boston? Who’s the man who runs more stolen cars than anybody else?”


  “A Mexican,” Spencer answered, “by the name of Caesar.”


  “All right,” Monroe nodded. “What about prostitution? I don’t mean the corner skanks either; I mean the high-class escorts, the imported goods: Asian, European, the ones who could have been models in a better world.”


  “There’s a construction king, guy called Benson. He runs a lot of building sites for the city and takes care of the politicians’ sexual hobbies too, provides girls for political parties and such, and they’re the kind of girls who usually stay for the after-parties and after those too.”


  “Spencer, old friend,” Monroe said, “You really are a fountain of good information. And now for the even bigger question: who’s top dog in Boston when it comes to drugs? Who runs more kilos than anybody else? Who keeps the supply chain moving? Who stocks the dealers and always gets his way when it comes to all things contraband?”


  “The ball bounces a lot on that court,” Spencer said. “There are two sides: Russian mob and a Columbian operation. They’ve been fighting each other for control for a couple years now and neither side ever seems to get the upper hand, almost like there’s a third party that keeps either of the others from winning the whole city, but I have no idea who that third player is. I get the impression it would be a bad idea to even start asking those questions anywhere you might be overheard.”


  “Interesting,” Monroe said, pausing to take another sip of beer.


  The office door opened at that moment and Spencer’s assistant, Randolph, recovered from Monroe’s gut-punch, stuck his head in.


  “Boss, some asshole left a brand new Lexus around the block. Want us to bring it in?”


  Monroe swiveled around in his chair, pulled his jacket back to show his Glock, and said, “Randolph, I’d much rather you stood watch over that car instead. Don’t you agree, Spencer?”


  “Shit,” Randolph said, and quickly shut the door.


  Spencer Archer laughed, loud and honest, smiling ear to ear.


  “Okay, Spencer,” Monroe said. “You’ve given me some names. Now I want to try to put the puzzle pieces together but I need a spot of glue to make everything stick. I want you to try to think of anyone who has dealings with all the big names in town, somebody who shows up a lot but doesn’t really seem to take orders from any particular boss. Is there anyone like that who comes to mind?”


  “Rick,” Spencer said, “you have to understand, I don’t really run in the same circles as those big shots. I mean I’ve been in the same room or the same club as some of them a few times and I’ve even met Caesar a couple times, but it’s a different world up there at the top.”


  “It’s all right, take your time. Try to think about it. I’ll take anything you can give me.”


  “There’s a woman!” Spencer said. “I’m not sure who she is, but now that I think about it I think I’ve seen her too many times for it to be coincidence.”


  “Who is she, Spencer,” Monroe asked, “somebody’s girlfriend or mistress, or one of Benson’s girls?”


  “No,” Spencer shook his head. “I don’t think so. She’s not banging anybody as far as I can tell, but she always seems to be hanging out on the edges of whatever’s going on with those guys. And she’s confident, you know, in the way she carries herself. Like nobody gets to walk all over her. I don’t know her name or what she actually does, but she’s connected somehow.”


  “Good, good,” Monroe said. “If I ran into her, how would I know her? Can you describe her?”


  “The hair, Rick, it’s all about the hair,” Spencer said. “She’s young, maybe thirty tops, with a killer body, but she’s got snow-white hair. Pure white, like really good coke, and it’s long and straight. Makes her look kind of weird, but in a very sexy way.”


  Monroe smiled his approval. Any hint was better than nothing, and if it was a woman it was even better. He knew ways to definitely use that to his advantage, assuming he could find her.


  The two men talked of trivial things as they finished their beers and Monroe left the garage feeling a bit of hope boiling in the back of his mind.


  Chapter 9: Sweet Little Enigma


  



  



  “Do you have news for me?” Mr. Nine asked.


  “I might have a lead,” Monroe said into the phone as he reclined in what had become his favorite chair, with the muted television glowing across from him. “I’m not sure yet, but I’m willing to look into any little clue that might lead me to whatever sliver of Garrett Khan’s business has trickled into Boston; I might as well start at home.”


  “What do you need from me?” Mr. Nine asked.


  “Permission to keep going, and information,” Monroe answered. “Can you tell me anything about a construction magnate named Cyril Benson? He’s based here in Boston, does work for the local government, and might be running a high-priced escort-prostitution ring in addition to his legitimate projects?”


  “It sounds like you know quite a lot already.”


  “I suppose so, sir, but I’d like a way to involve myself in Benson’s affairs, do a bit of snooping if I may.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” Mr. Nine said, and he promptly hung up.


  Monroe sighed and turned the TV’s sound back on. Of all the major players in the Boston underworld that Spencer Archer had told him about, Benson seemed to Monroe to likely be the easiest one to investigate due to his being a public businessman. Monroe hoped Benson would lead him to the mysterious white-haired woman who seemed, at least in Archer’s opinion, to have connections to various criminal enterprises in Boston. Monroe’s idea was that a well-connected source would be able to furnish him with some sort of lead that would eventually set him on the path to finding Garrett Khan.


  He began to surf the six hundred mostly-useless channels. Mr. Nine, he knew, might call him back in ten minutes or it might take a week.


  



  ***


  



  The invitation arrived three days later. Mr. Nine had come through. Monroe opened the envelope, which itself was made of expensive paper, and took out the embossed card inside. Richard Monroe, Boston-based marketing consultant, had been (cordially even) invited to the grand opening gala of the Boston Crown Hotel, newly erected by the Benson Construction Firm and ready to open to the public. The affair was to be black tie and would be held in three days, beginning promptly at seven in the evening.


  Monroe smiled, sat down at his computer, and Googled the event. It was going to be a big one, he read. The mayor would be there, as well as various city councilmen and a slew of prominent businessmen. The party would be jointly hosted by the ownership of the hotel and the heads of the construction company, most notably Cyril Benson himself.


  That was it; Monroe had an entrance plan, a way to begin his hunt. He hoped he would not be wasting his time. He picked up the phone and ordered a new tuxedo. When the call was done and the suit had been guaranteed for delivery in forty-eight hours, with a bit extra charged for the rush tailoring, Monroe emailed his RSVP, confirming his intention to attend. Then he laughed. He loved the games that spies play. He felt an immeasurable gratitude toward Mr. Nine for putting him back in the field.


  



  ***


  



  The night of the event arrived. Monroe checked his looks in the mirror before leaving. He approved. Sharp haircut, smooth shave, new tux: the right combination for an evening when his skills at charm might be needed. He drove to the brand new Boston Crown Hotel and let the valet take the Lexus. He had to leave the Glock behind too, hidden under the passenger seat of the car. He knew with its mixture of political and criminal personalities, the celebration would have tight security. One of Monroe’s unbreakable rules was that anything to be hidden in a car when a valet takes the vehicle must go under the passenger seat. The glove compartment is too obvious and many valets like to snoop there, and the driver’s seat is a bad idea as the valet often adjusts the seat’s positioning if he happens to be dramatically taller or shorter than the car’s owner.


  All that taken care of, Monroe straightened his jacket, took out his invitation, and entered through the front doors of the Boston Crown. The hotel was immense, the exterior architecture modern and clean while the interior had an updated version of art-deco as its guiding principle. Monroe took mental notes on those he passed on the way inside. Security men in uniforms checked the invitations, supervised by a thin man in a tuxedo who cheerfully greeted each guest after reading the name on the invitation after it had been passed to him by the guards. Monroe noted the telltale bulge under the guards’ jackets; they were certainly armed. Judging by the demeanors of the security men, as well as the slightly tired and over-caffeinated look in their eyes, Monroe decided they were most likely Boston cops raking in overtime.


  Those entering the main ballroom at the same time as Monroe were all well-dressed, the men in tuxes and the women in gowns that looked as if they had been purchased specifically for this night. It was an impressive display of the richest humanity that Boston had to offer. Monroe had, luckily, spent parts of the past two days doing his homework and learning who was who in Boston society. He had been overseas for so long that his knowledge of Massachusetts affairs had gone very out of date. But that had been corrected now and he could recognize the major political figures of the city, including the mayor and two previous holders of that office, as well as the wives of two of them and the mistress of the other. There were councilmen and criminals, high-ranking cops and influential crooks, the publishers of the biggest newspapers, several actors including an Oscar nominee, the entire board of directors of the Benson Construction Firm, and a host of beautiful women who Monroe guessed were employees of the more pleasure-centered of Cyril Benson’s two businesses.


  The ballroom was an enormous chamber with shining chandeliers, a marble floor, and walls covered with mirrors cut into intricate designs. An ice sculpture of the hotel adorned a tabletop and the bar took up an entire wall of the place.


  Upon a platform stood the table at which were seated the mayor and his party of former mayors and other prominent officials, as well as the Crown ownership and Cyril Benson. Everyone else was relegated to the floor of the ballroom where tables had been set up evenly spaced along the perimeter, leaving a generous open dance floor. Few of the guests had sat down yet, most of them still milling about, mingling, greeting each other and looking to see who had shown up with who and who was wearing what.


  Monroe took a glass of wine offered by a passing tray-bearing waiter. He did not intend to drink it, but decided he’d look less like he was inspecting everyone around him if he had something in his hand. He turned his gaze first to the figures on the raised platform, particularly Cyril Benson. Benson was fifty-seven years old, a fact Monroe knew not by visual estimate but from an article he had read online earlier in the day. Benson was a thick man, the sort who carried weight that had once been tough muscle but had long since turned to a ring of lazy fat. His face was still a handsome one though, and there was only a speckling of gray in his otherwise dark hair. The nose was wide and the lips were full, the sort of face that could look mean as a bulldog when intimidation was necessary. But now, in a mask proper for the occasion and the media, it had curved into a pleasant, generous jolliness that was just a big beard short of a Santa smile. Monroe understood that sort of changeable face: men who looked like Cyril Benson tended to get what they wanted most of the time, and severely punish those who failed them on the other occasions. Monroe also noticed that Benson, alone among the important figures on the dais, did not have a female companion. Benson was unmarried, but could probably have had his pick from among many single women in Boston unless, Monroe guessed, something was well-known enough in society circles to make respectable women avoid close company with the magnate. Monroe also guessed that Benson would not mind the lack of formal companionship if he could—as most men who run escort empires can—make use of his live merchandise when, where, and how he pleased.


  Monroe decided quickly and definitively that he disliked Cyril Benson. That opinion now formed in granite, he turned his attention to the rest of the party. His skills at observation and quick judgments were still there and he was able to pick out with a glance which of the attendees had spent time in prison, which had military service in their pasts, which were used to getting what they wanted and which were the servants and underlings who groveled beneath the wills of their stronger masters. Monroe knew who would be a threat in a confrontation and who would be easy to take down. And he not only scoped out the room for potential dangers, but appreciatively inspected the many female guests, with his eyes only of course—for now at least.


  The mayor made a speech, the usual empty gibberish common to such occasions. Cyril Benson nodded throughout the mayor’s words and then uttered a few of his own, doing his best to sound sincere, but Monroe, with trained and practiced ears, almost cringed at the undercurrent of conceit and venom in Benson’s voice.


  Quickly growing bored with the hot air of politicians and crooked businessmen, Monroe looked away from the dignitaries and scanned the crowd again. That was when she entered the room. She was fashionably late, it seemed, and knew how to make an entrance. Spencer Archer had been right on all counts: she did have what the car thief had called a “killer body.” Athletic, lithe, expertly sculpted in all the right ways with no one particular area overshadowing the others. Her face was a sweet one but with the potential for severity and confidence, with a glittering diamond of a smile just below a naturally well-shaped nose which in turn sat beneath a pair of eyes that were the shade of roasted almonds, deep brown and warm. Her skin was pale but with a healthy red glow that required very little makeup. And, just as Archer had said, the hair was what made the picture so striking. It was pure white and looked oddly, ethereally enchanting as it flowed down the shoulders to frame a face that Monroe estimated to be somewhere in the range of twenty-seven to thirty-two with certainty that he could narrow that number down when he got close enough to take a better look. She was indeed startling in appearance. Her attire was well-chosen, too: a tight, strapless evening gown of dark purple that bordered on black but did not cross the line. She wore little jewelry, just a simple gold bracelet on one wrist and a matching band around one ankle. Her shoes were high-heeled but not exaggeratedly steep, with closed toes and a color that matched the dress exactly. She carried a small handbag, also the color of purple flirting with black. Every man in the room, with the exception of an elderly gentleman with a white cane and dark glasses, turned to steal at least a quick glance at the white-haired angel who had strolled in to grace the gathering with her presence. Monroe forced himself to look away for an instant lest he become too mesmerized to keep his mind on the mission. He took a sip of his wine, which could have been a lot better than it was, and then went back to watching her walk across the room. She nodded to several people as she passed, glances of familiarity being exchanged. In the background, the mayor was making a few further remarks, but Monroe was tuning it out.


  Once the mayor shut up, dinner was served. Monroe was seated at a table with a reporter, two attorneys, and a police captain and his wife. Monroe ate sparingly. Although the food was good and probably would have cost a small fortune had he actually been paying for it in a restaurant, he did not want the dragging tiredness that can come with a full stomach, so he ate just enough to satisfy his hunger without overdoing it. Monroe made small talk with the reporter, a fiftyish man with curly hair. The cop and the lawyers seemed to know each other so they conversed while ignoring the two strangers. Monroe was fine with that; he would have rather talked to the reporter anyway since lawyers are paid to keep their mouths shut and cops are careful what they say, especially in rooms full of brass. But reporters live to share information.


  “How’d you get on the list?” the reporter asked.


  “I haven’t a clue,” Monroe lied. “I just recently set up shop in Boston, haven’t made many friends yet, and here comes this fancy invitation in the mail a few days ago. So I ran out, got myself a new tux, and here I am eating stuff I couldn’t afford to order and listening to the mayor making useless noise.”


  “Useless noise,” the reporter repeated, “I guess you’re a Republican, huh?”


  “No,” Monroe answered, “I love my country…and I think the two-party system is one of the biggest messes it’s ever gotten itself into. I can’t judge issues in bunches; I’d much rather make up my mind one problem at a time. So if I vote, it’s for the candidate and not the party.”


  “Understood,” the reporter nodded. “So what kind of business are you in?”


  Monroe decided to dodge the question. A man in a naturally inquisitive profession like his new press friend was likely to ask more questions than Monroe had lies to cover. He put down his fork, leaned just an inch closer to the reporter to make it seem like a personal conversation, as if they were old friends, and posed a question of his own.


  “Tell me, since you seem to know who’s who and what’s what in this city: who in the world is that stunning creature with the snow-white mane?”


  The reporter laughed. It was a loud whoop at first but he quieted himself when the cop across the table shot him a dirty look for squeaking like that. “She does get noticed a lot, so I’m not surprised she caught your eye. It’s funny: she has hair like that, which can’t be natural at her age so she’s got to be fishing for attention, yet she never seems to bring a date to any of these big events. Does she look for attention just for the fun of turning men away? What a bitch, don’t you think?”


  Monroe sighed as the reporter’s spiel went on, finally interrupting with, “But who is she?”


  “Her name, if you can believe it,” the reporter said in a whisper, making a dramatic face like he was about to divulge a state secret, “is Winter Willows.”


  Monroe liked it. Real or not—and he had his instinctive doubts as to its authenticity—the name was poetically fitting for a woman of her unique appearance.


  “What does she do?”


  “She works for the mayor.”


  “Doing what?”


  “That, my friend, remains a mystery. Nobody’s really sure what she does. The mayoral staff is pretty tight-lipped about certain matters and Ms. Willows is one of those subjects. She showed up in Boston a couple years ago working for a modeling agency but seemed to switch occupations pretty fast. She moved into political circles and God only knows what she does now. But I don’t think she’s his mistress or anything like that. The mayor’s wife doesn’t seem to have anything against her, so I don’t think the mayor has anything against her either. Whatever her function is…I’d love to be the one to break that story. She gets around though, shows up at all the big parties, sits in at closed-door staff meetings, and seems to know everybody but gets close to nobody. The girl is a sweet little enigma.”


  “Interesting,” Monroe said. “You know, I love a good mystery. I always have. I read plenty of Agatha Christie when I was younger.”


  The reporter laughed again. “Don’t even think about it, buddy. Look around. Politicians, gangsters, actors…and none of them have a shot with the lovely Ms. Willows. Do you really think you’ll do any better?”


  “It’s not whether you win or lose,” Monroe said with a smile, “but how much fun you have playing the game.” He meant not a word of that of course. He had every intention of winning his prize. He made up his mind to go after Winter Willows and would do everything in his power to crack that particular mystery. He finished his wine, put the empty glass down, and excused himself from the reporter’s company with a quick, “Nice talking to you.”


  The time for eating was over now and music began to fill the air of the ballroom. Couples got up and began to dance. Monroe made his way over to the bar and got a scotch, took a sip, and stood watching the crowd. Several of the women whom Monroe guessed worked as escorts in Cyril Benson’s employ had caught hold of gentlemen of prominent positions and were dancing seductively with them, either trying to coax favors out of them or beginning an evening of paying them back for favors already done for Benson. As for Benson himself, Monroe saw that he remained seated, not bothering to keep up his chat with the mayor, but simply sitting up there on the dais and looking down upon the revelers like a king surveying the serfs.


  Now Monroe turned his attention to the table where Winter Willows sat for dinner. She was still in her chair. She sat there for a moment as if considering what to do next, said something to her table companions, flashed that diamond smile again, and got up. Monroe watched her move across the floor, weaving left and right to gracefully detour around the dancing couples, not dancing herself but taking the shortest route through the ballroom. Monroe saw that she seemed to be heading in his direction and he readied himself.


  



  Chapter 10: One or the Other


  



  The glorious thing about being the new kid in town, Monroe decided, was that the cliques were still uncharted. Considering who worked for who and who answered to who and probably also who slept with who, Willow Winters, to judge by the way others moved out of her path and nodded politely when they recognized her, was not someone who should be approached—let alone hit on—by a lowly marketing consultant who had just recently set up shop in Boston. But Monroe had his recent arrival to use as a perfect excuse for his ignorance and he intended to use that weapon like a master swordsman would. She approached, stepped right past Monroe, and stopped at the bar. The bartender was just finishing up with another customer and Monroe took advantage of the slight delay to intercept Winter Willows.


  “Excuse me,” he said, flashing his best smile, which was a warm one but not one that stepped too far over the border that divides friendliness from over-eagerness, “can I buy you a drink?”


  Winter Willows looked at him, or rather down at him and through him, for her gaze was a cold one, and the ice in her laugh matched it. “But drinks are free tonight,” she said condescendingly.


  “Then that’s all the better for me,” Monroe recovered and laughed. “What will you have?”


  Willows thought for a second. Should she humor the stranger or blow him off? Her eyes flashed at Monroe and went warm for just an instant.


  Good, Monroe thought, there’s just a chink in her armor.


  “Whiskey,” Willows said, “with plenty of rocks.”


  “Fine,” Monroe said, “a cold drink for a cold lady.”


  He got the whiskey, handed it to her.


  “Thanks,” she said. “So you’ve already decided I’m an ice queen?”


  “Well that’s a harsh look you gave me,” Monroe said, “but it suits you. Very businesslike, and I have to tell you that it matches that stunning look of yours.”


  “I appreciate the drink, but drop the charming act. It’s unnecessary and won’t get you anywhere.”


  “Can I at least ask your name?”


  “Don’t play stupid with me. I’m sure you already know my name, just as everyone else in this room does.”


  “But I’m a stranger to everyone here. I only just moved into Boston and I haven’t been keeping a scorecard. I know who the mayor is obviously, and Mr. Benson, but I’m afraid I haven’t a clue when it comes to you.”


  “Fine,” she said. “I’ll give you that much in exchange for the drink.”


  She took a sip, swallowed, and said, “I’m Winter Willows.”


  “Richard, Richard Monroe.” And he shook her hand, happy to find her flesh warmer than her attitude.


  “So you don’t know anybody here,” Willows said, “and yet you managed to get invited to one of the biggest events of the year. Whatever did you do to deserve that?”


  “I’m not quite sure,” Monroe said. “I’m a consultant, so I suppose one of my associates thought they were doing me a favor by getting me invited. Perhaps they thought it would help me drum up some business. And what is it that brings you here, Ms. Willows? What do you do?”


  “You might call my occupation a consulting one as well,” she answered. Monroe got the impression that she was unwilling to go into detail so he decided to lighten the topic.


  He waved a hand in the general direction of the dance floor. “Everyone seems to be having a good time,” he said. “Handsome men, beautiful women: I suppose we’re lucky to be here tonight among all these happy people.”


  “Don’t get any bold ideas, Mr. Monroe,” Willows said. “I’m not one of those women.”


  “That’s good,” Monroe shot back, “because I’m not one of those men. I tend to take things much more seriously than those who bounce around drunk and look for a quick thrill. I always take the potential consequences of my actions into account before I leap. But once I have made up my mind, it’s not easy to stop me from getting what I’m after.”


  “You’re quite sure of yourself, aren’t you?” Willows asked.


  “A man who doesn’t know himself,” Monroe said, “doesn’t get very far in getting to know others. That’s one of my strictest rules.”


  “Let me give you a piece of advice, Mr. Monroe,” Willows said with a smile that fell somewhere between sarcasm and seriousness. “In this city, among these people, that cockiness of yours can do one of two things: it might get you well connected…or it might get you viciously shut down. Make your choices carefully and don’t assume anything before you know the score.”


  “You, Ms. Willows,” Monroe said, “are taking this conversation far too seriously. I’m only trying to enjoy your company.”


  “Look around, Richard,” she said, using his first name for the first time, “and you’ll see how much attention is already being thrown your way simply because you’re talking to me.”


  Monroe pretended to look about but had already noticed. People were staring, but he saw that as a good sign, a mark of progress. “It doesn’t bother me in the least.”


  “I can see that,” Willows said.


  “So tell me, Winter,” Monroe put her first name into the conversation now that she had used his, keeping things evenly balanced, “did your consulting work have anything to do with the building of this lovely new hotel?”


  “I may have been slightly involved in the process,” she admitted.


  “Good,” Monroe said. “Here’s what I’m thinking: I’m guessing you know more about this place than just the ballroom. It’s getting a little loud in here for my tastes. Perhaps you’d like to take a walk with me and share some of the hotel’s secrets, for I’m sure it has many.”


  “You are daring, aren’t you?” Willows laughed. “Even after I warned you, still you try and try.”


  “Shall we take our drinks with us, then?” Monroe asked.


  “I think I’ve had enough for now,” Willows answered. “You were right. It’s a bit too cold already for so much ice.”


  She put her glass down on the bar and Monroe did the same with his. He followed her across the dance floor as the people parted to let Winter Willows and her companion pass. They reached the doors of the ballroom, which were efficiently held open by two staff members, and passed out of the loudness of the party into the much quieter corridor of the Boston Crown Hotel.


  They took the elevator up, stopping at the top story. The doors opened to reveal a circular room with a glass ceiling and walls made up mostly of windows. On all sides could be seen the city of Boston, a pageant of lights and tall buildings. Monroe thought the view was lovely and imagined that this might be what it felt like to be inside a snow globe looking out at the larger world beyond the transparent boundaries.


  “Stunning,” he said just above a whisper.


  “It is, isn’t it?” Winter Willows said. “This is the crown of the Crown, a room where only the most important guests will get to look out over the city.”


  “But who,” Monroe asked, “gets to decide which guests are important enough for that privilege?”


  “Certainly not you, and not even me,” Winter said. “Those privileges are reserved for the kings of the city.”


  “And here I thought we lived in a democracy,” Monroe quipped.


  “You should know that’s only an illusion, Richard.”


  “I do, I suppose,” Monroe said, catching himself in a moment of honesty with Winter despite the rest of his act, “but I can’t help dreaming of a better world now and then. So tell me, how do you know so much about illusions and corruption?”


  “No,” Winter said. “Tell me something: what are you fishing for anyway? You know more than you’ve admitted and you’re either looking to get between my legs or you’re trying to hook yourself up with a job. Which is it?”


  “You appreciate brutal honesty then, it seems?”


  “Lay your cards on the table, Mr. Monroe.”


  “Well why can’t I be after both, Ms. Willows?”


  “It doesn’t work that way,” Winter said. The ice had come back into her voice. “It’s one or the other. Choose.”


  “Are you saying I can actually win on one front?” Monroe asked.


  “I haven’t decided yet,” Winter answered, “but you have to decide, right here and right now, if tonight is about business or about pleasure. It’s your call, Richard, and I promise not to slap you unless you really deserve it.”


  Monroe took a step closer to her, looked down and straight into her eyes. “If it’s a choice between the money and the lady, it’s not such a difficult one. After all, I’ve already got a little something in my bank account…”


  He kissed her and she did not back away. It was a warm kiss as Winter Willows let her icy defenses drop away. Their lips locked for a long time and Monroe ran his hands through the long white hair that seemed so incongruous, yet so enchanting, on so young a woman.


  Winter was the first to speak when the kiss finally ended.


  “I happen to know that the Crown management will be making an announcement toward the end of the party tonight.”


  “And what announcement would that be?” Monroe asked.


  “Any invited guests at the party,” Winter answered, “who want to can have a room here tonight, free of charge. I suppose it’s their way of breaking in the place and also avoiding any scandals that might come out of anyone leaving a bit too lit up to drive. Will you be spending the night, Richard?”


  “That depends how economically responsible I get to be,” Monroe said.


  “What do you mean?” Winter asked.


  “I mean,” Monroe answered, “that we’d be saving the hotel a handful of money if we used one room tonight instead of two. We wouldn’t want to bankrupt the Crown before it’s even officially open, now would we, Winter?”


  “No, Richard, I suppose we wouldn’t.” Winter smiled. “You’re lucky it’s free, since you seem to have chosen the lady over the money.”


  



  ***


  



  They put in another appearance at the ballroom. They separated for a while and Monroe had another scotch. The reporter he had sat with at dinner came scurrying over like a curious puppy.


  “Where did you two run off to?”


  “Never mind where I went,” Monroe said. “Suffice it to say that I’m having an excellent evening.”


  “But I smell a story,” the press rat said. “I think you’ve picked up more information on that little vanilla-frosted cupcake of a woman than I have in several years of trying. Come on, Monroe, just give me something.”


  “Give me your card,” Monroe said, “and maybe I’ll call you. Now get out of here. I have a woman to get back to, not a cupcake.”


  While the conversation with the media man had been going on, Monroe had watched Winter peripherally, seeing her stop by the mayor’s dais and say a few words to the city’s leader and to Cyril Benson. He had tried to read the lips, but had not quite caught what was being said. The hotel owner stood up then and made the announcement that Winter had predicted.


  “As a courtesy to any of our guests who are too tired or too…otherwise affected by this wonderful gathering, the Boston Crown Hotel is pleased to offer rooms tonight to any of you who wish to stay. Please see any of the clerks who will now be making the rounds of the ballroom and giving out room numbers and the pass cards needed to get into those rooms. And thank you all for coming and making this night such a success.”


  Moments later, Winter had started back in Monroe’s direction. She reached him, gently took the glass, almost empty now, from his hand and placed it on the bar. She slipped her hand into his and they walked out of the ballroom together.


  “Room 707,” she said as they reached the corridor. “One of the first-class suites, they tell me.”


  As they rose in the elevator, Monroe was hit by a sharp realization. He was about to spend the night with a woman, and she would be the first since Genevieve. He was not quite sure how he felt about that. He reminded himself that only the mission mattered now, and he willed his emotions to crawl back into their closet just as firmly as he had told the reporter to get out of his way.


  



  ***


  



  Winter’s information was accurate: 707 was indeed a first-rate suite and it lived up to its classification. The pair took full advantage of the privacy. Monroe pushed away thoughts of Genevieve and acted as though Winter Willows was the only beautiful woman in the world. He satisfied her and she did the same for him and they finally fell asleep in the afterglow of much pleasure.


  In the morning, they showered together and parted ways with another long kiss.


  “We really must do this again…and soon,” Monroe said in the lobby of the Boston Crown.


  They programmed each others’ numbers into their phones and parted. Monroe went outside and had the valet on morning duty bring the Lexus around. He got in and drove away, but he stopped six blocks from the hotel and pulled over to the side of the street. He reached under the seat and found the Glock still where he had concealed it. Then he searched for something else.


  “Amateurs,” he muttered. The bug was exactly where he expected it to be. So he knew he was being listened to and would not communicate with Mr. Nine while driving. No big deal, he decided, and no reason to let them know that he knew. He turned the radio up loud, thankful for the Bee Gees, for the listeners might find them annoying.


  When he arrived home, he checked the apartment thoroughly but found nothing to indicate that the place had been broken into or bugged while he had been away. Good. That meant that someone in the Boston food chain was curious enough to do the car but he was not yet considered to be a serious threat worthy of home surveillance.


  He spent the remainder of the day at rest, reading, eating a light lunch and a filling supper, and thought about how to proceed now that he had made contact, in so many interesting ways, with the woman who he suspected held the key to the information he needed. He still was not sure exactly where Winter Willows connected to the Boston underworld and to the bigger ocean where swam the shark, Garrett Khan, but he thought he was well on the way to finding out.


  



  Chapter 11: Slip of the Tongue


  



  



  Monroe waited three days before calling Winter Willows. Over-eager chasing had never been his way, not with woman he was after for informational purposes and not for woman he wanted otherwise. Even with Genevieve he had proceeded cautiously at first. But now it was time to get on with it.


  She answered on the fourth ring. “Hello, Richard.”


  “How are you, Winter?”


  “Tired, to be honest; it’s been a busy few days.”


  “Why? What’s been happening?”


  “Just business and I don’t want to bore you with the details.”


  “You sound like you need some down time, Winter. Why don’t you come over tonight? My place is no Boston Crown, but I like to think it’s quite adequate. I’ll make us dinner.”


  “You cook?”


  “On my better days,” Monroe said. “How’s eight thirty sound?”


  “I suppose so,” Winter answered, “if you don’t mind a more casual version of me. I won’t be dressed like I was for the Crown event.”


  “It’s quite all right,” Monroe said, hoping his next line would not be too much, “I liked what you didn’t wear for our post-Crown event just as well.”


  “Eight thirty then,” Winter agreed. “Send the address by text.”


  



  ***


  



  The call ended and the promise made, Monroe hurried out to shop. It had been a long time since he had made dinner and he had to do it right. An hour at the market should do it, he thought, and was on his way.


  He decided on Italian: not too exotic since he was not quite sure of Winter’s food preferences, and not too difficult to prepare but could look impressive if done artistically. He arrived home with bags full of veal, pasta, vegetables, capers, sauces, and the best bottle of wine he could find on short notice. Feeling a bit silly about the whole thing, he reminded himself that it was all part of the job. Monroe tied on his apron and started humming the Mission: Impossible theme as he diced the tomatoes.


  Several hours later, just as Monroe had emerged from the bathroom, freshly shaved and dressed and long since finished with his culinary mission, the doorbell rang. It was precisely eight-thirty. Winter Willows was a punctual creature.


  



  ***


  



  “Richard, you outdid yourself. That was excellent,” Winter said as she finished her meal and poured more wine. “Maybe you missed your calling, marketing consultant who could have been a chef!”


  “Flattery won’t work on me,” Monroe said as he got up, walked around to Winter’s side of the table, and leaned down to kiss her. “I prefer action over mere words.”


  “Then give me a minute,” Winter said, standing up too, “and let me freshen up.”


  Monroe watched her walk into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. She had shown up, as promised on the phone, in attire that was much more casual than the dress from the Boston Crown. Knee-high winter boots came up over jeans that were just tight enough to accent all the right places. A purple sweater that matched the color of the other night’s evening gown was just as suitably tight as the jeans. The unique hair in all its snowy glory was tied back in a ponytail that made her look even younger than she had at the Crown, which made the contrast between face and hair color all the more striking.


  While Winter was in the bathroom, Monroe went into the bedroom, took his gun out of the drawer where he kept it hidden, and slipped it under one of the bed’s pillows, just in case. Finished with his one little bit of cautious preparation, he strolled back into the living room with a relaxed smile on his face just in time for his companion to emerge from her freshening.


  The door opened and Winter walked out, heap of boots and jeans and sweater held up in front of her body with long legs ending in bare feet showing below. She smiled, giggled, and tossed the empty clothes aside, standing there in just a red bra and panties.


  Monroe very much liked what he saw, and he smiled back at her. They approached each other, kissed again, and he led her into the bedroom. But even as they walked, something nagged at his instincts. It felt too easy and the way she had laughed, like a flirty schoolgirl, seemed out of character for the woman who had shown herself to be capable of such guarded coldness when first they had met.


  In the bedroom, the lamp still lit, Winter jumped onto the bed, laughing again, gesturing with a finger for Monroe to come and get her. Monroe stood there for a moment admiring her and took off his shirt, casting it away. He stepped out of his shoes, unbuckled his belt, opened the button of his pants, and approached her. He knelt at the edge of the bed as she unhooked her bra and tossed it away. He crawled to her, grabbed onto the edge of her one remaining piece of clothing, and slid the red silk away from her body, down along her legs, and over her feet and off, letting it fall to the floor beside the bed. His hands landed on her legs and began to work up, passing the knees, running up the thighs. Their eyes met and they smiled at each other. Winter’s breathing grew louder, more intense, and Monroe could feel his arousal deepening. He dropped his head down between her thighs, intending to bring her pleasure up to the highest level he could manage before he sought to satisfy his own desires. His body over hers made shadows on the pale surface of her thighs, but he could see enough to navigate his way to where she seemed to want him to go.


  That was when he saw it. He stopped moving for a second and then raised his head to let in just a bit more light. He stared down at Winter’s right thigh for an instant, making certain he was correct, and then moved quickly and decisively.


  He straightened his back, balanced on his knees, leaned forward, and slapped Winter hard across the face with his open palm. Her head swung to the side and she cried out. Monroe rolled over the side of the bed, gained his footing, fished the Glock out from under the pillow, and backed up against the bedroom wall.


  By the time Winter had recovered her senses and sat there with a hand held up to her aching cheek and a shocked, frightened look on her face, Monroe had his gun trained on her and a cold look in his blue eyes.


  “You stupid bitch,” Monroe said, “did you really think it would be that easy? I have eyes, you know, and they connect very well to my brain. That birthmark on your leg wasn’t there when I first explored the territory the other night, and I can see—as any man who knows how to look would—that the skin around it isn’t quite the same as the rest of that lovely thigh of yours. A patch of false flesh with a spot of something hidden in the dark part, isn’t it? What’s it rigged with, Winter, cyanide maybe, or something equally deadly? Set to be released by the touch of a moist tongue, I suppose? Did you just put that on while you were freshening up?”


  “Do you intend to shoot me, Richard?” Winter asked. There were no tears now, no frightened little girl eyes, just the cold tone she had used on him when they had first flirted at the Boston Crown.


  “Get up!” Monroe growled, and Winter did as she was told.


  “Walk,” Monroe said, and he followed two feet behind her. “Try anything and I’ll blow a hole in your spine. Walk into the living room. Good. Now grab a tissue from that box on the coffee table and use it to peel that silly thing off your leg. Good girl. Now drop it on the floor and get dressed.”


  Winter was fully clothed in a minute. Monroe never let the gun drop during the whole process.


  “Now turn toward me and sit down on the couch. Keep your hands where I can see them.”


  She did. Monroe sat too, in his favorite chair, angled to the left of Winter’s position, the Glock still locked on target.


  “Now you’re going to tell me exactly what it is that you do for the mayor and others, Ms. Willows.”


  Winter saw no use in resisting now. She understood the ice in Monroe’s eyes. There was no pity there and he would kill her if she gave him a good enough excuse.


  “I keep things connected,” she said. “I run the lines of communication between the mayor and certain other men in Boston. I make sure everyone understands their proper place.”


  “Who’s your real boss?” Monroe demanded. “Is it the mayor or is it Cyril Benson? Or is it somebody else?”


  “Benson mostly,” Winter admitted. “He’s the one who really runs the show. The mayor thinks I’m his, but Benson pays better and gets more from me than that gullible twit in City Hall.”


  “And who does Benson work for?”


  “He works for himself. He takes orders from nobody.”


  “Bullshit!” Monroe roared. “I don’t have to kill you, Winter. I know where to put the bullet to cripple you or disfigure you without death. Don’t tempt me. Benson might be the local boss, but somebody else pulls his strings from the shadows, somebody who knows who I really am. Otherwise, I didn’t do anything that would come close to giving Benson a reason for telling you to come here tonight and poison me. Last chance, Winter! Give me a name.”


  “Khan,” she finally said. “Garrett Khan. Who’d you think it was? That man has his hands on every city to one extent or another. But he doesn’t control Benson; he just skims a little off the profits in exchange for not taking a more active role here.”


  “Have you ever met Khan? Do you know where he is now?”


  “No,” Winter said, “and I swear, Richard, that I’m telling you the truth. I don’t deal with him directly.”


  “Who does?”


  “Only Benson ever talks to him as far as I know.”


  “I do believe you,” Monroe said. “Now stay right there. I’m going to step into the bedroom for a second and grab my shirt and shoes. If you move, I’ll be back around the corner firing before you can make it out that door. Don’t bet your life that I can’t move that fast.”


  Winter did not make that foolish bet. She stayed put and Monroe returned, dressed, in well under a minute, in the process of pulling on a jacket. All with the Glock never leaving his person.


  “Get up,” Monroe said. “And stop trembling. For one thing, it doesn’t suit you, and for another, you’ll need steady hands to drive. We’re taking your car, just in case they rigged mine with explosives as a back-up plan. Let’s go…and don’t even think about screaming.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “To make a deal with your boss,” Monroe said as he concealed the gun in his jacket pocket, finger still on the trigger.


  



  ***


  



  Winter drove a black Jaguar. As they road along the streets of Boston, Monroe assured her more than once that the gun was still aimed at her even if it was hidden from her view. He had also taken her handbag and had it on the floor between his feet so she could not get at her phone or whatever else she had in there.


  They arrived at one of Boston’s most exclusive residential areas and navigated their way to the property of Cyril Benson. The construction emperor had a big, impressive mansion with a little guard shack on the narrow private road that led up to the house. Winter rolled down the window just enough to smile at the guard and the gate let up instantly.


  Having her along worked like a charm for Monroe. They parked, got out, and were easily let into the mansion by two armed men at the front door. Inside, there was even a butler.


  “Tell your master,” Winter said with authority, “that Mr. Monroe and I need to speak with him alone.”


  The butler went away and returned a minute later with a polite, “In Mr. Benson’s study, Ms. Willows. You know the way.”


  It was a big office, full of books and an assortment of awards and trophies given to Benson by the mayor, the governor, and various unions and organizations. Cyril Benson sat behind a desk with a scowl on his face as Monroe and Winter entered.


  The door closed behind the visitors and Monroe wasted no time showing the Glock now that they were out of sight of any guards or servants.


  “I want you out from behind that desk, Benson,” Monroe commanded. “Over there, to that couch! You too, Winter; sit next to him! And don’t even think about tripping any alarms; you’d be dead before the guards got here in any case.”


  Monroe had them seated in seconds. He grabbed a wheeled swivel chair and rolled it to a position six feet in front of them, where he could sit and keep the gun handy but be well out of their reach should they decide to do anything stupid.


  “You sent Ms. Willows to kill me tonight, Benson. I should put a bullet between your eyes right now…but I don’t think the hit was your idea. I think you’re just a puppet this time, so I’m going to do this a little differently. I’m going to show my hand, lay all my cards on the table, and give you a choice. In fact, you just might be happy with the result. Are you willing to listen?”


  “I don’t think I have any other options at the moment, do I, Mr. Monroe?” Benson asked with gravel and slime in his voice.


  “Only the option of death,” Monroe said coldly.


  “Then say what’s on your mind, you arrogant bastard!” Cyril Benson shouted.


  “You’ve got quite a nice operation going here in Boston, Benson,” Monroe said, “but don’t you wish you had a bit more independence? You might be king here, but it seems you still have to pay taxes to the emperor, isn’t that right?”


  Benson made a grumbling noise and Monroe kept talking.


  “I’m sure you know something about me by now, Benson, like the fact that I used to be CIA. Well I’m no longer with that agency. The fact is, I’ve been promoted and I’ve got ties to a lot of things now. In short, Mr. Benson, if I suddenly disappear, if you kill me or otherwise keep me from reporting to my superiors, certain movements will take place. The IRS will freeze all your legitimate assets. The FBI will come marching into town with a wad of warrants as thick as the phone book and take apart everything you own until all your not-so-legitimate businesses are just ashes scattered to the wind. Caesar the Car King will move into your territory and so will the heads of the Russian and Colombian drug cartels. Even if you manage to wiggle your way out of all the trouble my sudden disappearance puts you in, any room for you to breathe in this town will be quickly usurped by those others with similar interests since nature, after all, abhors a vacuum. Are we speaking the same language now?”


  Benson nodded.


  “Good,” Monroe said. “Now on the other hand, I want you to know that I really don’t give a damn what you do here in Boston or how you run your little businesses. In fact, I’d be content to let you keep things just as they are, but with one slight improvement. How would you like to never have to worry about paying your master his share of your profits again? I bet you’d just love that! It’s not you I’m after at all, but Garrett Khan. If you can point me in his direction, this silly little game between you and I will be at an end. Now what do you think of that?”


  Benson stared back at Monroe. His thick lips had begun to quiver in a mix of fear and anger.


  “You have my permission to speak now, Cyril,” Monroe said, tapping the barrel of the Glock on the arm of the swivel chair.


  “He’ll have me killed,” Benson said.


  “Not if I kill him first,” Monroe shot back. “Give me the information I’m asking for. Tell me everything you know about Khan’s current activities and whereabouts, and then you can slip out of Boston and go hide wherever you want like a scared kitten until I’ve done what I need to do. Give me my answers and let me borrow Ms. Willows for a while and you’re free to run for your life if you’re that afraid of Khan’s vengeance.”


  “Me?” Winter squealed. “Why do you want me?”


  “Because,” Monroe said with a frozen glare, “I’ve come to enjoy your company, even if you did try to kill me. At least you had the courtesy to try to do it in the best possible way. Now, Cyril, just nod if we’re in agreement.”


  Cyril Benson did nod. “Can I get up and go to my computer?” he asked.


  “Stand up slowly,” Monroe said, “keep those hands visible and don’t do anything that might tempt me to call off our deal and finish you. Sit down at the desk and I’ll stand behind you and watch over your shoulder. Winter, stay on that couch.”


  Monroe stood three feet behind Benson as the computer flashed into operation. It was not as much room between him and his target as Monroe would normally have given himself, but the desk was quite close to the rear wall of the room. Monroe was not worried, for he did not think Benson had the speed or the guts to try anything.


  Benson brought some information up on the screen as Monroe peered over his shoulder. There were numbers, email addresses.


  “I hope what I give you will be enough to keep that trigger from squeezing,” Benson said. “I swear I don’t know exactly where Khan is located now!”


  “Just give me what you have,” Monroe demanded.


  Benson punched a few more keys and the printer beside the desk came to life. It whirred and hummed for a moment and spat out a single sheet of paper. Monroe reached over with his free hand and grabbed it, looked it over.


  “Email addresses and bank account numbers: is that all?”


  “I’m sorry,” Benson said, “but men like Garrett Khan don’t just call you up and chat when they want something. The email is how I contact him if I really need to tell him something or if he really needs to get in touch with me. Otherwise, I just have the money he takes from me sent to that account on the fifteenth of each month. I’ve only met him in person a few times and it’s been years since the last time. I swear that’s all I know!”


  “Fine,” Monroe said. “If I were you, I’d pack and take a few of your most trusted lieutenants and leave Boston as soon as you can. And remember, if this backfires or if this information is false, you’ll have more to worry about than just Garrett Khan putting out a contract on you. Goodnight!”


  Benson said nothing, just slumped in his chair, pale and weary.


  Monroe made it to the door, began to open it, slipped his gun into his jacket to avoid alarming the butler or the guards, and called out, “Let’s go, Winter! I need a lift!”


  



  Chapter 12: Shades of White and Black


  



  



  Monroe took Winter back to his apartment, locked the door behind them after they entered, and motioned for her to sit down on his couch. He stood over her and spoke seriously and coldly.


  “You are not to leave this apartment unless I’m with you. You are not to try to call or otherwise contact anyone. If you try to injure me in any way, I will kill you. We can do this one of two ways, Winter: you can be my guest here or you can be my prisoner. The choice is yours, but I need you to stick around because I intend for you to help me go after Garrett Khan once I find out where he is. Now stay there while I make a phone call.”


  



  ***


  



  “It’s late, Monroe,” Mr. Nine said as he answered. “Even ancient mariners and elderly soldiers need sleep.”


  “It’s not that late and you’re not that old, sir,” Monroe said. “I need some information. I have leads but no trails.”


  “What’ve you got for me?”


  “Email addresses and bank accounts. Should I text them to you?”


  “Go ahead,” Mr. Nine said. “We’re secure enough. I’ll get back to you when I get back to you.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  “So, Winter,” Monroe said, “what shall we do with the rest of our evening? Are we going to be friends, or bitter enemies?”


  “I’ll try to act civilized,” Winter answered, “if you don’t slap me again.” She glanced around the apartment from her seat. “I suppose we could watch TV, but sit on the opposite end of the couch and don’t touch me.”


  “Fine.” Monroe sat down after hanging his jacket on the back of a chair. He put the Glock down on the table. He picked up the remote, turned the television on, flipped through a dozen or so channels and then stopped. “Do you know what this is, Winter?”


  “That’s Cary Grant,” she said.


  “This, my dear,” Monroe said, “is To Catch a Thief, one of my absolute favorite movies. You know, when I first began to do what I do, years ago, I modeled my field persona, probably unconsciously at the time, on the character Grant plays in this film. Relax, this is a good one.”


  Neither spoke during the film. When it was over, as the credits rolled down the screen:


  “Richard?”


  “Yes?”


  “I really did enjoy our night together at the Crown. When I did what I did earlier this evening, I was only doing what I was told to do…and there may have been some regret had I succeeded.”


  “I know. We all have our jobs to do, Winter. For now at least, we can be on the same side. Are you ready for bed?”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  “No, and I’m keeping you next to me for my own safety, but I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do. Sleep is all I have planned for us…unless you have other ideas.”


  “We’ll see what happens,” Winter said.


  They rose from the couch. Monroe turned off the television and issued another stern warning to Winter to not do anything stupid. He went into the bathroom to ready himself for bed and emerged a few minutes later to find her standing there behaving like a child who knows the penalty for disobedience. He let her go next, telling her where to find a spare toothbrush. When she came out, she was as scantily clad as she had been the previous time she had come out of that bathroom. They went into the bedroom. Winter climbed into bed first, pulled the blankets over her body.


  “This friend of mine,” Monroe said, showing his gun one more time before slipping it under the pillow, “will be sleeping with us. Don’t think you can get to it before I do.”


  He undressed and climbed in beside her, leaving space between them, and shut off the light. He rolled onto his side, facing away from Winter, with his hand brushing the butt of the Glock under the pillow, just in case. He let his mind relax, knowing himself well enough to trust his ability to spring to wakefulness almost instantly if his bedmate made any move to injure him or escape. He had just about drifted off when Winter’s voice broke the silence.


  “Richard?”


  “Yes…” he said with a sigh behind the words. It was beginning to feel more like an old married couple’s routine than a pair of very ruthless people thrown together by dangerous circumstances.


  “This Garrett Khan business…”


  “What about it?”


  “This isn’t just one of your missions, is it? There’s something personal going on.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “I’m good at reading men, it’s how I got where I am now. And I can tell you’re trying very hard to do this job professionally…but there’s something else in there, beneath the surface, a certain intensity about to boil over. You’re not just out to shut down an international criminal. You really want to kill this specific man.”


  “Yes…I do.”


  “Why?”


  “He killed my wife.”


  “Oh shit… Can I ask?”


  “Fine,” Monroe said. “I headed up a CIA operation in Paris which basically demolished everything Khan had going on in that city. In retaliation, after a long enough delay to make me feel safe, he sent a sniper to shoot her as we walked into the Paris Opera. She bled to death on the front steps of the place.”


  “I’m sorry,” Winter said, and she sounded like she meant it. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”


  “It’s all right,” Monroe said. “You didn’t know.”


  “What was her name?”


  “Genevieve. She was born and raised in France. I met her when I was assigned to Paris. I was going to give up this stupid life of seeking and destroying, live like a normal man, live to be an old man with an old wife and not worry about nations destroying nations anymore. Khan took that away from me. That’s what’s different about this job, Winter. Understand now?”


  “Yeah,” Winter said quietly. “I think we should just go to sleep now.”


  Monroe said nothing else. He let the night take him away.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe woke to the smell of coffee, opened his eyes to see daylight coming in through the window, and heard the sound of someone moving around in the kitchen. He could still feel the gun under his pillow.


  He got up, pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, shuffled out of the bedroom to find Winter Willows pouring two mugs of steaming coffee. She was wearing one of his shirts and his sweatpants, which were too big for her and looked almost comical as all that half-filled fabric hung around her slim body and the tips of her toes stuck out from under the cuffs of the pants.


  “Good morning,” she said.


  “Hello,” Monroe replied. “I see you’ve made yourself comfortable.”


  “It really is a nice place, Richard, once it stops feeling like a cell. Why don’t you go shave and all the other stuff a man does to become presentable?”


  “In a second,” Monroe said, turning back toward the bedroom. “I’m taking my friend with me.”


  “That silly gun again?” Winter asked. “Is that really necessary?”


  “Yes,” Monroe said adamantly, and he walked away.


  He had just finished shaving when Winter began to pound on the bathroom door.


  “Richard, your phone is buzzing!”


  Monroe yanked the door open, rushed out, and grabbed the phone. Only one person could be calling. “Good morning, sir,” he said.


  “Are you ready for this, Monroe?” Mr. Nine asked. The way he said it made Monroe anxious.


  “Let me have it, sir.”


  “The bank account is South American, but that’s no real surprise. A lot of less scrupulous types funnel money through the countries down there. It’s that email account which I think you’ll find much more interesting. Unless the IP address is being run through some sort of loop—and the technical experts I had look into it for me don’t think it is—Garrett Khan is in Paris of all places.”


  “Paris…” Monroe had not wanted to hear that. “But why would he be there, sir? All his operations in France were shut down just as they were in London and New York, all in that one day’s work. Is he rebuilding in Paris?”


  “No,” Mr. Nine said. “Nobody’s seen any signs of him investing in the Parisian underworld again. But maybe that’s the reason why he’s chosen to live there for the time being. Remember the old saying about not shitting where you eat?”


  “Yes, sir. Who would think to look for him in a city where he’s not suspected of much activity?”


  “Precisely, Monroe,” Mr. Nine agreed.


  “Can I go?” Monroe asked.


  “Can I stop you?”


  “Only with a bullet, sir, and maybe not even then.”


  “I’ll have a ticket sent over within the afternoon then, Monroe. You can fly out tonight.”


  “Make it two tickets, sir. I won’t be travelling alone.”


  “Fine, and good luck,” the chief said.


  Click.


  “Get dressed, Winter,” Monroe said as he put the phone down. “We’re going over to your place so you can pack and grab your passport.”


  “You know, Richard,” Winter Willows said, smiling, “I’ve never been to Paris, if you can believe that.”


  



  ***


  



  Mr. Nine had sent first-class tickets. Monroe and Winter were in the air by eight that evening, seated beside each other with Monroe at the window.


  “I suppose you still have friends in Paris,” Winter said.


  “Business friends,” Monroe specified. “I don’t intend to call on the social kind. They can stay in the land of memory.”


  “And you know the city well?”


  “I spent five years there, I should hope so.”


  Winter nodded. As she did so, she pulled forward a handful of strands of her long hair and held it in front of her eyes for a moment. She had changed. After stopping by her apartment to collect her things and before heading to the airport, Monroe had insisted that they make one other stop. Winter’s white hair was now a deep shade of almost-black and she hated it.


  “I still can’t believe you made me do this, you bastard,” she said in a whisper.


  “I’m sorry,” Monroe said, but added a chuckle. “Professional precaution: you can’t argue that you didn’t have a distinctive look, Winter. I don’t need you being recognized the moment we step off this plane.”


  Winter understood, but she would not go so far as to agree verbally.


  “And I still don’t understand why you had to drag me along with you.”


  “I wanted the company,” Monroe said. “And now, Winter, if you don’t mind, I’m curious.”


  “About what?” she asked.


  “About you,” Monroe said, “and how you wound up leading such a life.”


  And Winter Willows opened up to Monroe. She told him of growing up in a little town in Middle of Nowhere, USA and discovering early on how a girl with the right looks and the right smile could manipulate events in just the right direction to suit her whims and how all that had gone to hell one day when she woke up with pure white hair at the age of seventeen, the result of some genetic quirk, the doctors had said. She was treated like a pariah at school after the change and the spoiled cheerleader routine no longer worked, so she ran away and found a living as a fetish model where she could use her strange looks as a weapon instead of an albatross. She climbed the ladder of the world of weirdoes and went from taking orders to giving them, losing any strict scruples she might have once had, becoming ruthless and getting used to once more getting exactly what she wanted. She had become one of Cyril Benson’s girls in Boston and stepped on a hundred others to reach the top of the heap, earning the crooked contractor’s trust and taking her place among the city’s elite. That’s where she had stood until Richard Monroe walked into her life at the Boston Crown Hotel. Now she was tied to him like an exotic cat on a leash, flying off to Paris on a moment’s notice and into the jaws of danger.


  “And you know what?” she asked at the end of her life story.


  “What?”


  “I think I’m enjoying this little escapade.”


  



  ***


  



  The landing in Paris went smoothly and Monroe and Winter were reunited with their luggage, which made Monroe feel better since that meant he was armed again. Once they were clear of the airport he fished the Glock out of the bag and shoulder-holstered it under his jacket. They checked into a decent hotel, left their bags in their suite, and were on the streets of the city by mid-morning. Winter glanced around at everything like a tourist for the first fifteen minutes and Monroe let her look, finding the scene amusing. For him, their arrival was bittersweet; so many of his memories were tied to Paris and he could almost feel Genevieve’s presence, but he pushed sentimentality aside and began to consider how and where they should begin their hunt.


  Inspiration struck and Monroe hailed a cab. He and Winter got in and travelled for ten minutes, getting out in a little area full of cafes, antique shops, and other such small businesses. They walked a few more blocks as Monroe got his bearings, and then stopped in front of a small store with a vintage poster of Jimi Hendrix in the window.


  “Are we buying old records?” Winter asked.


  “Visiting an old friend,” Monroe said, “and maybe buying some information, although I hope we’ll get it for free. You may want to put something in your ears.”


  Monroe pushed the door open and they went in. The interior walls were lined with posters similar to the one in the window and there were two aisles in the middle of the shop with records separated by genre and artist. A young female clerk stood behind the register counter, chomping on gum and flipping through a magazine.


  “Can I help you?” she asked in French.


  “No,” Monroe said in English, “but Arnaud can.”


  “He’s not in,” the girl said, switching languages to match the customer.


  “Yes he is,” Monroe argued. “The floor is vibrating. Don’t worry, I’m an old friend.”


  The clerk pointed to the door at the back of the sales area. Monroe went that way and Winter followed close behind. Through the door, they found a small office. The sound was almost intolerable. Led Zeppelin’s “The Wanton Song” slammed its punchy riff at tremendous volume and a fat man with his back to the door played clumsy air guitar. A messy gray mop of hair flopped up and down on his big round head as he gyrated and his sausage-like fingers raced to keep up with what Jimmy Page had done in 1975.


  Monroe laughed, although the sound was drowned out by the music. He looked at Winter, who was about to burst into giggles too. He glanced around, found the power cord for the stereo, and mercilessly yanked it from the wall. Blessed silence arrived.


  The fat man whirled around, dropping the invisible guitar, pulled a pistol out of nowhere—a very real pistol—and had the intruders covered in the blink of an eye.


  But the alarm was short-lived and the fat face broke into a warm smile, followed by a loud burst of words, English but accented in a native French tone:


  “Richard! What the fuck are you doing here? And who is that magnificent pigeon beside you?”


  “Arnaud Lafleur, let me introduce Ms. Winter Willows. Winter, Arnaud here is an old friend of mine and a much more capable and important fellow than you’d think if you were to judge only by that ridiculous display we just witnessed.”


  “You never did understand, did you, Richard?” Lafleur said, huffing and puffing after his workout. “The Zeppelin gets into your soul! When that happens, you can’t help yourself! But never mind that. Sit down, both of you!”


  The three of them sat, Lafleur in a worn old armchair that seemed to have molded itself, over many years of use, to the exact lumps of his large body. Monroe and Winter took to two other chairs, not so badly abused, probably much newer.


  “What are you doing here, Richard?” Lafleur asked. His face had gone serious. “I thought you would never return to Paris after what happened. Are you on the job again?”


  “Not exactly,” Monroe said. “I’m working, but not for the same bosses. Same ends, different means…and we’re here because of what happened, not despite it.”


  “You are both in the business then?”


  “Winter is…filling a temporary position,” Monroe said.


  “But you obviously trust her,” Lafleur said,” or you would not have brought her here to see me, would you?”


  “She knows her place,” Monroe assured him.


  “I’m not a pet, Richard,” Winter suddenly spoke up in anger. “Stop talking about me as if I’m not here! And what are you, Arnaud, undercover Paris police?”


  “No, my dear,” Lafleur said, “something much better: what you would call the DGSE, my nation’s equivalent of your American Secret Service. This place though is a wonderful front, is it not? I spend a few hours each day listening to surveillance recordings and the rest hearing the glorious ruckus of the greatest of rock and roll! Of course, Mademoiselle Willows, you will not tell anyone what my real profession is…if you wish to leave Paris alive.”


  “You two could be brothers,” Winter muttered.


  “All right,” Monroe said, “enough banter. Arnaud, I need some help. You are aware, I’m sure, that Garrett Khan is in Paris?”


  “I was aware,” Lafleur said, “but I am no longer so sure. We know that he arrived here some time ago but, and it shames me to admit this, he seems to have fallen away from our radars.”


  “You lost track of him in your own city?” Monroe was not happy.


  “Richard,” Lafleur asked with a look of worry, “why are you here chasing Garrett Khan with just a girl at your side? The last time, it was all of us hitting him in one big punch: French, American, British together. What is different now?”


  “One of the eventual results of that collaborative punch, Arnaud, was what happened at the Opera,” Monroe said.


  “You mean,” Lafleur asked, “that Khan was responsible for what happened to your wife? He ordered that? You know this for a fact?”


  “Yes.”


  “I understand why you are here then, but even if Khan is still in Paris, he does not seem to be doing anything to cause us concern. I have other fish to cook now and I cannot take time away from official things to help you with this. I am sorry, Richard, I am.”


  “Arnaud,” Monroe leaned forward for emphasis, “I’m not asking you to take me straight to Khan, wherever he is. If you can just point me in the right direction, give me any little scrap you have, some scent to chase…”


  “I should stay out of this, but we did have some good times together when you were here…and what happened to your wife was a terrible thing. I will see what I can do, but I make no promises.”


  “All right,” Monroe said, getting up from his chair. “Come on, Winter. I know you’re dying to see more of Paris.”


  



  ***


  



  They roamed the avenues in the area around the record shop. Monroe said nothing for fifteen minutes until Winter could stand walking in silence no longer.


  “Any more old friends to go to for help, Richard?”


  “Not now, Winter: I’m not in the mood for your sarcasm. Let me think.”


  “Can I make a suggestion?”


  “What?”


  “Instead of trying to think of who might know where Khan is, why don’t you concentrate on what you know about him and try to pick up the trail yourself?”


  “Where would I even start? In cities like this, in the business I’m in, players change positions too often. I’ve been away for a while and I had no idea, until yesterday that Khan had come back to Paris. If Arnaud, with his eyes and ears on every corner and alley in the city, hasn’t got a clue, how am I supposed to pick up the trail on my own? Damn it, Winter, don’t tell me how to do my job!” It all came out in an angry growl. But then Monroe stopped walking, looked over at Winter and said, in a quieter tone, “I’m sorry. I’m frustrated.”


  Winter smiled gently, nodded. She understood. “He doesn’t seem to be here on business, does he? Your French friend said Khan’s not committing any big crimes here, so what’s that leave? He’s hiding out, obviously, but a man like that doesn’t just sit in a safe-house and play solitaire all day. Garrett Khan is young, filthy rich, quite handsome from what I’ve heard, and obviously enjoys being all those things. I’m sure he’s having quite a good time here in Paris. Maybe that’s how we should be trying to find him.”


  “The nightlife…” Monroe said under his breath.


  “That’s exactly what I mean,” Winter said. “You lived here for years, right? You fell in love here, got married, and had a good life here while it lasted. You know the city as well as anybody does, for personal reasons as well as having been a spy here. You don’t have to rely on Arnaud or anybody else! Let’s just find this asshole ourselves and get it over with!”


  Monroe laughed. A pep talk was the last thing he expected from the woman he had basically kidnapped and flown across the Atlantic.


  “Yes, dear,” he said, turning to smile at her.


  “That’s better,” Winter said, taking hold of his arm as they strolled down those Parisian streets.


  



  Chapter 13: Pros and Khans


  



  



  Winter’s method worked. It took three nights of clubbing, dancing, dining, and theatre going, but Richard Monroe finally saw, in person for the first time, the man whose vicious orders had forever altered his life in the worst possible way. The man called Garrett Khan.


  They were seated in a very expensive restaurant, a recently opened establishment with a name that would translate to A Heaven of Gluttony. One of those places where dinner for two costs the equivalent of well over five hundred US dollars. Getting a reservation had been tough and Monroe had called in a favor from an old French acquaintance. The eatery was part of their rounds of the places they suspected a person like Garrett Khan would fill his evenings. This time it had paid off.


  Monroe was in suit and tie and Winter wore an elegant black dress she bought that day, along with the shoes and handbag that accented it. They had been seated ten minutes earlier and had just been served drinks—red wine for both of them—when the target made his entrance.


  Garrett Khan was of average height and built like a large hockey player: broad-shouldered, thick-legged, with large hands that would make formidable fists if he chose to use them as hammers. His hair was jet black and his youthful face was an odd combination of baby-fat and ruthlessness that mixed to make a handsome, though slightly strange, look. He was accompanied by a woman of Middle Eastern descent with model-class looks and a diamond necklace that shimmered in the light of the overhead chandeliers.


  Monroe recognized Khan instantly from photographs he had seen in the past and nodded to Winter while giving just a slight nudge of his chin to get her to glance, subtly, in the direction of Khan and his companion. The head waiter sat them down about thirty feet from Monroe and Winter, close enough for Monroe to watch but not so close that either table would hear what the other was saying.


  “Stay calm, Richard. Please,” Winter said. “Don’t even think about drawing your gun.” She put her hand on Monroe’s, which was already a white-knuckled fist atop the table. The other hand hovered at the level of the shoulder-holster but had not drawn back the jacket to get at the Glock.


  Monroe stared with absolute hate in his sharp blue eyes.


  “Will he recognize you?” Winter worried aloud.


  “I doubt it,” Monroe said. “He looks too sure of himself to be alert enough to analyze the whole room and he thinks I’m dead by now. Probably sure Cyril Benson had me killed in Boston. He knew who I was, but how much else he knew about me I don’t know. I’m not even sure he’s ever seen my picture. Damn it, Winter, I want to take him now…but he’s not even close to being alone.”


  Winter snuck another glance. At the table just behind Khan’s were seated three men, all big and all tough-looking: bodyguards for certain.


  “What do we do?” she asked.


  “We eat, just like we came to do,” Monroe said, trying to keep the lid on the boiling pot of wrath in his heart. “We don’t leave here until he does. Then we follow him and find out where he’s staying in Paris.”


  The waiter came and took their orders: steak for Monroe and lobster for Winter. When the waiter walked away, Monroe stood up.


  “Richard, don’t!” Winter said in a hurried, scared whisper, fearing that Monroe’s temper had overgrown the fence that kept it in.


  “Relax,” Monroe said. “I have to make a call.”


  He went outside, walked half a block down the street, took out his cell phone and made a call to a number nearby.


  “Bonjour,” Arnaud Lafleur’s slightly slurred voice answered.


  “You’re drunk,” Monroe said.


  “Only the littlest bit of drunk, Richard,” Lafleur clumsily switched to English.


  “I need a car,” Monroe said, “and a driver who knows Paris like he knows his wife’s body.”


  “I drive well…but I have no wife, as you know.”


  “Arnaud!” Monroe was losing patience. “You’re too damn drunk to drive anywhere. Just send me a car and a reliable man. I’ll text you the address as soon as I check the building number. Try to get him here within the hour.”


  “Richard, if you’re going to kill anybody tonight, I don’t want my boys involved. You are not here officially in the eyes of my government, are you?”


  “Arnaud, I promise there won’t be any shooting tonight. I’m just doing a little surveillance and I don’t feel like over-tipping a cab driver into loyalty. Just send the damn car.”


  “All right, all right. Give me thirty minutes and I’ll have somebody there for you. And good luck, old friend.”


  Monroe hung up. He had not told Lafleur that the surveillance was on Garrett Khan himself. Lafleur was a good information gatherer but could be a bit clumsy in the field, as Monroe had learned years earlier. Had Monroe mentioned Khan’s name, Lafleur would almost certainly have insisted on coming along, too, and that was not a good idea. Especially after what sounded like more than a few drinks.


  Monroe went back inside, looked first to see if Khan was still there, which he was, and rejoined Winter at their table. He took a sip of wine and said, “Arnaud is sending us transportation.”


  “Good,” Winter said. “Now stop staring so hard at Khan if you don’t want him or his guards to notice us. I know you’re fighting for control, Richard, but please just take it easy.”


  Monroe nodded, forced his mouth up into a smile, and tried to come up with something to talk about. His usually clever conversational skills were taking a backseat in his mind to thoughts of bloody, brutal vengeance. More than ever, he was glad he had brought Winter Willows to Paris with him. Had he been alone, he would already be out in the streets trying to avoid arrest after putting a bullet in Garrett Khan’s forehead right then and there in A Heaven of Gluttony.


  The food was excellent; at least Winter thought so, but Monroe hardly tasted his. He conversed with Winter, put on the show of being a normal patron of the restaurant, but his attention was focused on Khan. He managed to time things just right, finishing his meal and making sure Winter finished too, just long enough before Khan and his companion finished to get outside and into position.


  Winter followed him out and they were waved down by a thin man in his late twenties who stood smoking a cigarette as he leaned against a green car that looked a little too beat up to be government issue. Monroe smiled at the sight; Arnaud had sent the right car, one that did not look like a surveillance vehicle.


  “Monsieur Monroe, I am Geoffrey. What is the plan?”


  “Hello,” Monroe said. “We’ll be doing a simple bit of following, nothing complicated. Stay close enough to not lose the target but far back enough to not be too obvious. There won’t be anything violent tonight. I simply need to know where they’re going.”


  Geoffrey nodded.


  Three minutes later, Garrett Khan and his woman exited the restaurant. The three bulky bodyguards followed. Khan waved two of the guards away, apparently dismissing them for the night. The third got behind the wheel of the BMW that had just been brought around by the valet. Khan and the woman got into the back and they were off.


  Monroe sat in the front with Geoffrey while Winter was relegated to the backseat. Geoffrey proved to have been a good selection by Arnaud Lafleur and the operation went smoothly. They weaved in and out of traffic, took various turns and routes, travelled for twenty minutes, and finally arrived at a very expensive apartment complex in a high-class section of Paris. Khan and the woman got out at the front doors and their driver took the BMW to the parking garage and then returned and went in the way his master had.


  From across the street, parked and watching, Monroe said, “Good. We know where he’s living and it seems he has at least that one guard with him most of the time. Geoffrey, you’ve done an excellent job tonight. Thank you.”


  “Who is that man?” Geoffrey asked.


  “One of the most evil men you’ll ever see,” Monroe answered.


  “And he runs around Paris free? Why has he not been arrested yet?”


  “Don’t worry about that, son. Very soon, he’ll wish he had been arrested. If you don’t mind, we’d like to go back to our hotel now.”


  “Of course, Monsieur Monroe, right away.”


  



  ***


  



  “That was easy enough,” Winter said as she and Monroe entered their suite.


  Monroe said nothing. He took off his jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. He removed his gun and holster and tossed them onto the table. He turned and walked over to the couch, sat down, closed his eyes and began to shake, trembling and clenching his fists to try to make it stop.


  “Damn,” Winter said, and she went over to him. She sat on the opposite end of the couch, watched him for a moment, wrestling with the question of whether or not to try to talk to him or touch him or just get away and leave him alone.


  “Winter,” Monroe croaked, his voice suddenly hoarse and strained, “you need to go away, leave the room, take a walk or something.”


  “I thought I wasn’t allowed out of your sight?”


  “I’ll take a chance and trust you. I need to be alone. Take some money out of my wallet if you need some.”


  “I don’t think you should be alone. Your emotions are running wild right now, you’re not rational.”


  “I’m shaking because I could have put down the animal that murdered the woman I loved…and I let him live another night. That was irrational. Regretting not killing the son of a bitch is perfectly rational. Please go away. I need an hour.”


  “If I leave, things are only going to get worse. At best, you’ll just punch a hole in the wall, hopefully not break your hand doing it, and the hotel will add it to your bill. But worst case scenario, you’ll go running over to Khan’s place, bust in there like a thunderstorm, and kill him and however many bodyguards he has in there with him, and wind up in jail…or you’ll be the one getting killed because you’ll rush in without a plan or strategy. Now just calm down! And no…I’m not leaving.”


  Winter stopped talking then, watched and waited. Monroe stopped shaking. He drew in a long, deep breath. He turned to her and finally opened his eyes. He stared at her for a second and let the words come out.


  “I just…I miss her so much.”


  Winter grabbed him then. She slid toward him and wrapped her arms around him and held him like a mother holds a crying child. She had no choice. She could not bring herself to let him sit there alone with that terrible hurt in his eyes. Richard Monroe had broken into her life with his lies and his seductive charms and his ruthless ways, and he had gone so far as to force her, under threat of death, to fly across the sea with him on a mission to assassinate one of the world’s most dangerous men. But Winter Willows held him now, like a friend comforting a friend in a moment of deep and profound grief. At that moment, the tension between them was gone—though Winter did not know if it would return tomorrow—and there was no fear in her heart, just the desire to make Monroe’s anguish subside, even if just for that one night. She would hold him for as long as it took, even if dawn came to Paris while they were still on that couch.


  She lost track of time after a while and Monroe certainly was not counting either. Eventually though, he pulled away from her, stood up without a word and went into the bathroom. Winter could hear water running behind the door and assumed Monroe was washing his face to cleanse his mind along with his flesh. Eventually, he came out. She could tell by his eyes, he was back—the hardened veteran of a thousand secret wars, with his blue eyes full of ice and his senses functioning again.


  “You can have the bed to yourself tonight,” he said. “I’ll crash on the couch. I have some thinking to do and I’m not sure how long I’ll be awake.”


  Winter had not expected thanks from Monroe for the holding and the comforting. She would have liked a show of gratitude, but she got none that night. She got up and went to see to her own pre-sleep routine. When she came out, Monroe was on the couch, flat on his back, eyes closed and hands forming a pyramid shape on his chest. It was the posture of a man very, very deep in thoughts of the heaviest kind. Winter smiled at the sight and went to bed alone.


  



  ***


  



  “Yes, I do intend to kill him. And no, I will not involve you or your men in the actual assassination. You have my word on that, my promise as a friend and a colleague.”


  “All right, all right,” Arnaud Lafleur said. “No gunplay while any of mine are with you! I’ll send him over in an hour or two, dressed as you ask.”


  The call ended. It was just past ten in the morning in Paris and Monroe was awake, alert, two cups of strong coffee into his day. Winter Willows had listened to Monroe’s end of the call from the couch where she sat with her own coffee, only half-dressed, sprawled across the sofa with her back against one armrest and her feet near the other.


  “What are you planning?” she asked.


  “A gathering of information,” Monroe said. “Get dressed, I’ll need you to drive.”


  “Drive what?” Winter asked. “You don’t have a car here.”


  “We will soon,” Monroe said, smiling, “a big black van.”


  



  ***


  



  Geoffrey was dressed in a Paris Police uniform when he arrived to pick them up. He was, just as Monroe had promised, driving a big black van. They got in and Geoffrey drove to start the trip. They went straight to the apartments where Garrett Khan was staying and parked right in front. Geoffrey got out, disappeared into the building after flashing his badge at the doorman. Monroe ushered Winter into the driver’s seat while he climbed into the van’s rear compartment, a windowless box on wheels.


  Inside, Geoffrey—looking precisely like a real Parisian cop—located the building manager, told him he was under arrest on suspicion of drug trafficking, and hauled him out past the startled doorman. Monroe, who was watching through windows, opened the back doors on signal from Winter. Geoffrey shoved the arrestee in and climbed in behind him, slamming the doors shut as Winter began to drive.


  As soon as the manager felt the van begin to move and saw the hard smile on Monroe’s face, he knew it was no legitimate police investigation.


  “Do you speak English?” Monroe asked as Geoffrey held the manager in place against the wall of the van. The man nodded.


  “What is your name?” Monroe asked.


  “I am Jean-Louis Moret.”


  “All right, Jean-Louis, just relax and I’m not going to hurt you. In fact, I might make you quite happy. How would you like to make a generous sum of money, tax-free, in cash?”


  “What is this about?”


  “Answer the question, Jean-Louis,” Monroe insisted. “Fifty thousand American dollars can be yours if you help me.”


  Moret’s body relaxed then and Geoffrey was able to loosen his hold. The mention of certain sums of money can work wonders on a man’s outlook.


  “I would like the money very much,” Moret said. “But what do I have to do for it?”


  “Just tell me some things,” Monroe said, “and then promise—and I will not only fail to pay you, but I will do some unspeakable things to you if you break the promise—that you will not tell anybody of this conversation. When you return to your building, you will simply say that the police were looking for a different Jean-Louis Moret. Can you swear to that for me?”


  “I…I promise.”


  “Good. Now tell me this. There is an Englishman with a Mongolian face who stays in your building. I doubt he’s registered under his real name. What does he call himself?”


  “You mean Mr. Garrett—Conan Garrett.”


  Monroe sighed, laughed, and glanced at Geoffrey. “Basically, just a reversal of names; how unoriginal.” Looking back at Moret, Monroe added, “Yes, that would be him. What floor is he on?”


  “You mean to ask what floors!” Moret said with amusement. “He rents much more than a room. The building is ten floors and Mr. Garrett had leased the fifth, sixth, seventh and eighth floors. He wants much space around him and much privacy and room for all his employees.”


  “And the building’s owners allow all those rooms to go unused?” Monroe asked. “I can’t believe he has enough employees with him to fill four stories of rooms.”


  “No,” Moret explained, “he has perhaps a dozen men with him and there are more who come and go. And also there are many young ladies…but my bosses do not mind that the rooms go empty, for Mr. Garrett has paid twice the yearly rate for all of his rooms. He is a demanding, loud, strange young man…but his wealth gets him anything he asks for.”


  “All right, Jean-Louis,” Monroe said, “you’re doing very well so far. Let me ask you something else. Have you ever seen the men who work for Mr. Garrett carrying guns or weapons of any sort?”


  “But of course!” Moret seemed to think the answer should have been obvious. “Always they have guns, but we are less afraid of the guns because Mr. Garrett is very generous with his tips. One of the maids quit because of the guns, but she was a frail woman, easily scared. Those of us who remain are quite happy with the arrangement. There is more money to be made, but not so many customers to have to please!”


  “Jean-Louis,” Monroe said, “I knew you could help me. You’ve done very well.” He reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out an envelope and thrust it into Moret’s hand. “Here, my friend, is one-fifth of your payment. You will get the rest when my time here in your city is at its end, perhaps in no more than two or three days. And remember, Jean-Louis, the promise you have made and what will happen to you if you break it.”


  Jean-Louis Moret nodded enthusiastically.


  “How far from the apartments have we travelled?” Monroe called into the forward part of the van.


  “Not far, she answered, “maybe a mile.”


  “Pull over,” Monroe said. He felt the van slow and halt as she obeyed.


  Geoffrey, anticipating, opened the rear doors.


  “Jean-Louis,” Monroe said, “it’s been a pleasure. I’m sorry to just drop you off here, but it’s better if you make your own way back. The police, after all, are very upset that you turned out to be the wrong man. Enjoy the walk…or you can always use some of your new money to get a taxi. Good day, my friend!”


  With that, and a wave of Monroe’s hand, Geoffrey shoved Jean-Louis Moret out into the street. Winter climbed back to join Monroe while Geoffrey took the wheel again and drove them out of there.


  “Did you really just give that man ten thousand dollars?” Winter asked.


  “I did,” Monroe answered.


  “And what did you get in return? Confirmation that Garrett Khan is a greedy little bastard surrounded by armed guards? You probably could have just assumed that and saved the money.”


  “No,” Monroe said seriously. “I had to know for sure that I couldn’t get into that place and finish him quietly in the night. Just one man against a dozen armed guards won’t work, at least not in a way that I can extract myself once it’s over. That means we need to get Khan out of that place for the kill. Making that decision was worth the full fifty-thousand. When Khan is dead, I have every intention of paying Jean-Louis in full.”


  



  ***


  



  “I know why you brought me to Paris with you,” Winter said in an accusatory tone as they ate lunch in the café on the first floor of their hotel.


  “For the sparkling conversation of course,” Monroe said without looking up from his salad.


  “I’m the bait, aren’t I?”


  Now Monroe put his fork down, looked up and straight at Winter and said, “That’s one way of putting it…but I won’t force you to do it.”


  “I won’t sleep with him,” Winter said.


  “Don’t worry,” Monroe assured her. “As long as you don’t play easy to get, as long as you don’t decide you want to do that, I won’t let it go that far.”


  “If you get me killed, Richard Monroe,” she said with half a smirk and half a sneer, “I swear I’ll come back and haunt you into chronic insomnia. Do you have a particular plan in mind?”


  “Later,” Monroe said, “when we have some privacy. Finish your lunch, Winter.”


  



  ***


  



  With a little help from Arnaud Lafleur, who still insisted on any gunplay not happening with him or his men around, Monroe had things rolling by nine that evening. Now he sat in a van with Lafleur, across the street from one of Paris’s most prominent nightclubs. Lafleur had put a man in front of the apartments where Garrett Khan was staying. The watcher had eventually called in to report that Khan and two of his guards had just left the building. The watcher followed and reported a second time to inform Lafleur that Khan had stopped at the club in question and gone inside. At that news, Lafleur had called Monroe and the plan went into action.


  Lafleur and Geoffrey had picked up Monroe and Winter and driven them to the block upon which the club was situated. Winter was as dressed up as one can be for a nightclub, in a tight, quite short black dress and strappy heels that took considerable skill to walk in. Her now brown hair was wild and free and Monroe thought she was stunning, though he refrained from saying so. Geoffrey was dressed much differently too; gone was the policeman’s uniform or the standard DGSE suit. Instead, he wore a bright red t-shirt under a black leather jacket and jeans of a current style.


  The van parked across the street from the club, Winter got out and went in alone, making a solo entrance and hoping to attract the eyes of all the men in the place, but one in particular. Geoffrey followed, entering two minutes later to appear unconnected to the stunning woman who had preceded him.


  Monroe remained in the van with Lafleur. It was not the ordinary van they had used earlier; this one was something else entirely. Arnaud Lafleur was a surveillance expert, a master of the skill of listening, and he knew the ups and downs of every listening device and system on the open market, black market, or clandestine market. This van was a big travelling ear, equipped with receivers, microphones, and radios of all sorts. Winter was bugged, a small transmitter hidden where almost no man, hopefully not even one as used to getting what he wanted as Garrett Khan, would dare put his hands during a first meeting. The transmitter was designed to send its signal to the listening apparatus in the van, which would filter out all but the voices closest to the origin of that signal. It would enable Monroe and Lafleur to hear Winter and also to hear Khan, assuming contact was made. Geoffrey’s purpose inside was simply to keep watch, from a distance, just in case. He was to do nothing but appear to be having a good time. He was to stay alert, stay sober, and his only act, should it be necessary, was to be to inform Lafleur, via a microphone in his collar, of any trouble.


  Once Winter and Geoffrey were inside, Lafleur sat back to relax as he listened. Monroe, however, was more on edge, sitting up straight in his seat, able to feel the Glock in its holster inside his jacket, part of him wishing something unexpected might happen to give him an excuse to end Garrett Khan’s existence then and there. But the rest of him fought to stay calm; he hoped things would go off without a hitch, for he truly wanted to minimize the danger to Winter Willows. She had been a good sport about being dragged across the world on a mission of vengeance, and he was grateful for that.


  Then the sound from the club began to come through the equipment in the van. It was noise: the chaotic gibberish of the loud thumping music, the pounding of a thousand feet on the dance floor, and hundreds of voices speaking at the same time.


  Monroe cringed at the sound. “Damn it, Arnaud, can’t you clean that up?”


  “Relax, Richard, the transmitter will filter out the background when Winter begins to speak. It is programmed with a sample of her voice, if you recall our preparations.”


  And it worked. Winter’s voice came through loud and clear when she ordered a drink. The bartender’s French reply was quite audible too as the transmitter picked up the voice closest to its wearer. Monroe felt better and he waited for what would come next. All had been planned and Winter had been given a specific phrase that she would only speak when she encountered Khan. Monroe just hoped that whatever was happening in there, with all those people crowded together and enjoying the night, would not prevent Winter from getting close to the target.


  Ten minutes of incoherent noise came through, and then twenty and then half an hour’s worth of repetitious music and crowd babble. Monroe’s patience was beginning to wear thin when Winter’s voice finally cut through the confusion again.


  “Excuse me,” her American accent came through to the listening ears of Monroe and Lafleur, “can I ask you a question? It might be a little weird!”


  “Sure,” said a male voice, English in accent. “Shoot!”


  “Can I ask where you’re from? You have an interesting face and I can’t quite place it.”


  “It is, I hope, interesting in a good way.”


  “In the best way, yes,” said Winter. Monroe could almost see her seductive smile despite the lack of visual.


  “In that case,” said the male, “perhaps we could dance while I reveal the secrets of my origin.”


  “I’d rather not,” Winter said. “Not yet. I need a break from all those people. These shoes are starting to wear me out.”


  That was it. Monroe had now heard the confirmation phrase. The complaint about her shoes was the indication that it was Garrett Khan who Winter was talking to. Monroe listened even more intently now as Winter continued her game of attraction.


  “In that case,” Khan said, “we will sit down, have a drink, and talk.”


  A minute of nothing but grating, chaotic sound ensued as they, Monroe assumed, made their way from the dance floor to a less crowded corner of the club. Then:


  “To answer your question, I’m a Briton by birth…but my ancestry is far more impressive I think.”


  “Do tell.”


  “You have heard, I assume, of the mighty conqueror Genghis Khan.”


  “Of course I have.”


  “Then I must warn you that you are in the presence of one of his descendants. I am Garrett Khan!”


  “Fascinating!” Winter said. “It seems you might run into anyone in the Paris night.”


  Monroe, listening, noticed that Khan was using his real name—supposedly real at least—instead of his current alias of Conan Garrett. A sure sign of pompous overconfidence.


  “And now you must tell me your name and where you are from,” Khan continued.


  “April,” Winter said, using the alias that she and Monroe had agreed upon, “Oakes.”


  “And you are American?” Khan asked.


  “Is it that obvious?”


  “Only to the most discerning ears and eyes,” Khan said, “not that national origin has any bearing on whether or not a woman is as stunning as you are. And what brings you to Paris, Miss Oakes? It is Miss isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Winter said, “I’m single, if that’s what you’re asking, and I’m just here to see a city I’ve never seen before.”


  “And what do you think of Paris so far?”


  “It’s beautiful, enchanting even, and I’ve met some very interesting people here.”


  Monroe wondered if she was reaching out and touching Khan’s hand with the way she said that last bit.


  “But,” she continued, “there have been disappointments as well.”


  “And what parts of Paris,” Khan asked, “have not risen to your expectations, April?”


  “It’s not that they’ve fallen short, but that they haven’t made themselves available. As nice as this club is, it isn’t really my thing. I’d prefer something a little more cultured.”


  “Give me an example.”


  “Well,” Winter said with a slight whine under her purr, and probably a pretty pout to go with it, Monroe guessed, “I had hoped to go to the opera while I was here…but every performance seems to be sold out. So I suppose I’ll have to make other plans.”


  “Perhaps,” Khan said, “our chance meeting here is a perfect opportunity for us both.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “As soon as you spoke to me,” Khan said, “I began to hope that I might see more of you…and it happens that I have some friends in the Paris Opera and I’m quite sure I can get you in to see a performance despite the apparent unavailability of seats.”


  “That would be amazing!” Winter squealed, really pouring on her act now. Monroe thought he heard the sound of a quick kiss, probably just to Khan’s cheek.


  “You would like that then?” Khan asked.


  “Yes, definitely!” Winter said. “I’d be very grateful.”


  “Then tomorrow night, your wish will come true. But we still have tonight ahead of us. Tell me, would you care to go to a quieter place for the rest of the evening? Perhaps we could become even better friends.”


  “Don’t do it, Winter,” Monroe said, though he knew she could not hear him. “Just make him wait.”


  “I’m sorry, Garrett,” Winter said, causing relief to rain down on the listening Monroe’s head, “but I just stopped in here tonight to dispose of a free hour. I really do have to be elsewhere in a short while. But here, let me give you my number and hotel and I really hope you mean it about tomorrow night.”


  “I look forward to it very much. You will be the most beautiful sight in the audience at the opera. You may even distract everyone from watching the show. I’ll come for you at seven.”


  “Goodnight then, Garrett,” Winter said, and Monroe heard what might have been another kiss. A few seconds later, the transmitter dropped the focus on her voice and went back to sending an avalanche of noise into the van.


  Arnaud Lafleur shut the receiver off, turned to Monroe and said, “This is where I end my support of your little pet project, Richard. I am finished with your game of death. I will not hinder you at all, but the deed itself as well as your escape is up to you to accomplish. I will not risk my career or the lives of any of my men, but I wish you well.”


  “I know, Arnaud,” Monroe said. “Thank you.”


  Winter got into the van a minute later, followed by Geoffrey who took the driver’s seat. The van zoomed out of there and cruised through the Paris streets.


  “How did I do?” Winter asked.


  “Perfectly,” Monroe said. “Things are set now, no turning back. What was it like talking to him?”


  “If I didn’t know who he was,” Winter said, “I’d be attracted to him.”


  “He seemed quite full of himself,” Arnaud Lafleur remarked. “But still you liked him?”


  “I said if I didn’t know who he was,” Winter repeated. “I’ve been around my share of dangerous men, and I might even include you guys in that category. But Khan is something else, a snake among serpents. Knowing what he was responsible for,” and she looked at Monroe pityingly, “I can’t like him. He’s pure scum, despite his interesting face.”


  “Do you feel okay, Winter?” Monroe asked.


  “Yes,” she said, “I do, but I want to get back to the hotel. I feel like I need a shower.”


  



  Chapter 14: Or Not to Be


  



  



  “It’s all set,” Monroe said into his phone. It was early in the morning and he was updating the chief. “I wanted to make sure I had the go-ahead to proceed. Say the word and Garrett Khan will be on his way to Hell in just about twelve hours from now.”


  “You have the word,” Mr. Nine said, “but I hope you have this planned out carefully. I can’t bail you out if you step on too many French toes, Monroe.”


  “Everything’s covered.”


  “Where will it happen?”


  “Poetically enough,” Monroe said, “outside the Paris Opera, right where the bastard stole Genevieve from me. Winter will get him there and I’ll be across the street. There’s an empty office building with just the right height balcony outside one of the management suites. It’s the perfect perch for a perfect shot, quick and easy. One bang and down he goes…forever.”


  “Be careful with the civilians!” Mr. Nine snapped.


  “Winter knows to lead him clear of the crowd, sir, for just a second. All the time I need. And you know what kind of shot I am.”


  “I’m willing to trust you. You haven’t disappointed me yet. I just ask one thing.”


  “What’s that, sir?”


  “Call me when you’re in position on your balcony. I want phone contact when it happens. Use your earpiece. I want to know what’s happening and I want immediate confirmation that you’ve made the shot and cleared yourself from the scene as quickly as possible.”


  “Of course, sir, I’m happy to have the audience.”


  “Then I’ll talk to you this evening. Now go make your preparations.”


  Click.


  



  ***


  



  That afternoon, for the first time since arrival in Paris, Winter Willows and Richard Monroe went their separate ways. Something had changed now and they trusted each other, as if an unspoken bargain had been made—a mutual oath that they would see things through to their conclusion. They each had preparations to make and so they split up, leaving the hotel together and then parting on the sidewalk to go and acquire the tools of their respective trades: seduction and execution.


  



  ***


  



  The Opera Bastille, as the current home of the Paris Opera is known, was erected in the nineteen-eighties and is a much more modern structure than the classic Palais Garnier which was made famous in the various film versions of the novel, Phantom of the Opera. Despite its newer face and more contemporary architectural style, the Opera Bastille is still an impressive building.


  Across the wide avenue from the opera house is a modern office building, filled with businessmen and their clients during daylight hours but abandoned at night. Richard Monroe had no difficulty breaking into the building, for he had vast experience in getting past even the most modern and expensive security systems. Disabling the alarms was child’s play. He made his way in and ascended by elevator to one of the higher floors, then made his way through various office areas, past cubicles and more proper desks, and into the private suite-sized office of one of the firm’s highest-ranking executives. Ignoring the stylish office and all its extravagant amenities, Monroe slid open the glass doors and stepped out onto the balcony. He looked across the street and down and saw the people beginning to gather before the steps of the Opera Bastille in anticipation of entering for the evening’s performance.


  Monroe was dressed in tight-fitting black from head to foot, only his eyes exposed through the windows of the ski-mask. He carried a long bag with him, bulkier than its contents to disguise the fact that it contained death-made-easy.


  Monroe knelt down on the balcony, glanced around to make sure the shadows gave him proper cover, and, feeling secure and confident, took out his one necessary tool. He had bought it earlier that day from an old contact, a retired French colonel. It was a high-powered precision sniper rifle of a model Monroe had used before. The rifle was equipped with a night-vision scope and notable for its great accuracy. Monroe would not have wanted any other design in his hands on this night. He trusted the weapon and had utter confidence that it would not let him down. He practiced perching it on the balcony railing a dozen times before he found the spot that felt perfectly balanced to his instincts. He marked the spot with a piece of chalk and sat down to wait, taking out his night-vision binoculars—his nocturnal version of opera glasses, he thought with a grim smile—to scan the crowd.


  He checked the time, saw that he was ahead of schedule, and remembered Mr. Nine. He took out the phone, dialed, and then placed it back inside his shirt. The answer came through his earpiece a second later.


  “Are you high up and out of sight?”


  “Affirmative,” Monroe said.


  “Have they arrived?”


  “Not yet, sir, but I expect them any minute now.”


  “Good,” Mr. Nine said. “Remember what I said earlier: careful of the crowd and get out of there as soon as you do what you have to do. Don’t sit around admiring your work.”


  “Understood, sir,” Monroe said. “I’m not a rookie.”


  “I know, but your emotions play a role in this show and that can get in your way if you’re not careful.”


  “I’ll be fine, sir. Done talking, here they come!”


  Monroe visually identified the car’s license plate number as it pulled up to the curb to let its passengers out. A man and a woman disembarked and the car rolled away. The man was large and athletically built and the woman slim and fit. He was clad in a tuxedo and she in a graceful gown with a shawl around her shoulders, her freshly arranged hair up and elegant. The woman raised her right hand and patted it against the back of her head three times as if checking to make sure her hair was in place; that was the signal Winter and Monroe had agreed upon for identity verification.


  Monroe dropped the binoculars and reached for the rifle, placed it on the railing and looked through the scope. The scope provided just as clear and accurate a view as the glasses had and he watched as Khan and Winter, now holding hands, began to merge with the crowd and head toward the front doors of the opera house. Monroe waited for Winter to change their course as had been worked out in advance. He hoped the choreography of the night would stay on schedule.


  Winter stopped. Khan stopped too, turned to look at her, the annoyance on his face visible even to Monroe from high above. Winter flashed a “please forgive me” smile, reached into her bag, took out her cell phone, fiddled with it for a second, shook her head, spoke, and turned to walk back the way they had come, holding the phone up in front of her face as she walked, searching for a stronger signal. Khan, having let go of Winter’s hand but determined to stay close to her, followed along like a usually-independent wolf suddenly turned into a leashed poodle.


  They walked to the very edge of the crowd and then Winter glanced up and to her right, stared at a spot at the corner of the front of the building where there was no congregation of opera-goers gathered, and took hold of Khan’s hand again to lead him in that direction. Winter seemed determined to get the phone to work and determined to have her date come along.


  “Good girl,” Monroe muttered to himself, aware that Mr. Nine could hear the comment, but not caring. He watched the couple move away from the thickness of the crowd and closer and closer to open ground. All he needed was a few feet of clearance on each side, a little circle of safety in which to send the bullet home.


  They were clear then, just the two of them apart from the rest of the crowd. Monroe watched as Winter stepped to the side, setting up the kill zone. He focused his sights on Khan as the criminal king stood there with a mixture of boredom and exasperation on his face. At that moment, Monroe decided to aim for the head, take no chances at inflicting injury but not death. The king was about to be swiftly and surely knocked down from his high horse. If poor Winter got splattered with blood and brain, so be it. All the gore would come out in the wash.


  Monroe had his sights set and his finger began to squeeze.


  “Monroe, stop!” said the voice of Mr. Nine.


  The finger went further.


  “Monroe, abort!”


  Monroe paused, relaxed the finger just a fraction.


  “No!” Monroe cried out.


  “I said stop! Let the trigger go! Put the damn rifle down!”


  Monroe had no choice. He wanted Khan dead but, as Mr. Nine had once said, there was not an ounce of treason in Monroe’s blood. Orders were orders, not that he had to like it.


  The rifle fell from the railing and into Monroe’s lap as he slumped back against the balcony’s glass doors.


  “God damn it! Why?”


  “I’m sorry,” the voice of Mr. Nine said, calmly and clearly but tinged with regret, “but something just came through on my end of things. We need the target alive.”


  Monroe let out a cry of anguish, frustration, disappointment. He howled for a second and then fell silent. He grabbed the binoculars and looked down and across the street. Winter knew the shot should have come but had not. She put the phone away in her handbag and walked beside Garrett Khan as they resumed their journey in to see the performance.


  Monroe shook as he sat upon his perch, the opportunity he had wanted so badly now having slipped away like slick sand between greedy fingers.


  “What now?” Monroe asked. He intentionally pushed his anger down deep and tried to focus on professional concerns. “I have to get Winter out of there. I can’t leave her alone with that monster!”


  “Monroe,” Mr. Nine said, “you have to relax. Breathe. The woman is not alone. She’s inside the opera with two-thousand other people. Even if Khan knew who she really is, he’s not going to do anything to her with an audience. The French are on their way now. They’ll take the bastard into custody. Stay where you are until they have him. Don’t move from that balcony until I say so…and don’t do anything stupid.”


  “But why stop me now, sir? What can Khan possibly have that you need so badly?”


  “Garrett Khan,” Mr. Nine said, “and this was just confirmed, so I’m sorry about the timing, very possibly has information on a certain terrorist organization that’s been plaguing us in the Middle East something terribly in recent weeks. For now, you’re just going to have to settle for the fact that your quest for revenge is second to the good of American troops in a zone of considerable conflict.”


  “Of course, sir,” Monroe said. “That’s understood.”


  Monroe sat quietly for the next ten minutes. His connection with Mr. Nine was still open but neither man said anything. Monroe finally moved when he heard car doors slamming across the street. He stood up on the balcony, put the binoculars to his eyes again, and watched six men in black suits rushing into the opera house. He saw that one was Geoffrey and knew that they were Arnaud Lafleur’s men from the DGSE.


  Less than five minutes after that, they reemerged, this time with a prisoner. Garrett Khan was there, hands cuffed behind his back, a smug look of defiance on his face. They shoved him into the van and sped off into the night. Winter Willows came out next, calm and slow, walking out of the building and to the curb where she hailed a passing cab and got in. The cab disappeared down the street.


  “That’s that,” Mr. Nine said. “You can move now, Monroe. Go back to your suite. Punch the wall or get drunk or ravage that lady friend of yours or do whatever you have to do to blow off your steam. I’ll be in touch.”


  Click.


  “Damn it all,” Monroe spat, and collected his gear.


  



  ***


  



  By the time Winter Willows let herself into the hotel room, Monroe was halfway through his bottle of room service scotch. Winter found him on the couch, still in his jacket, staring into space with the bottle in his hands.


  “What happened, Richard?” She was loud, visibly upset.


  “Things got in the way,” Monroe mumbled.


  “Things got in the way,” Winter repeated, heavy on the sarcasm. “I waited for you to shoot the bastard and the shot never came! I had no idea what happened to you. And then I had to go inside with Khan and sit through the start of that opera wondering if you were going to leave me with him and he was going to force himself on me after the show. Then these men in black come busting in like they just walked out of The X-Files and drag Khan out of the place and there I am all alone wondering what to do or if more goons were coming for me. So I decided to get the hell out of there and I got a cab and circled around for a while before I decided I might as well chance coming back here. And here I am and I find you just sitting there with that stupid bottle in your hand like you’re an overgrown baby! What happened? Shit, Richard, I just risked my life to help you out. At least you can fill me in.”


  Monroe took a swig of the scotch and set the bottle on the table beside the couch. He stood up, walked over to Winter, and put his arms around her, pulled her close, hugged her for a moment, whispered, “I’m sorry. It didn’t work out the way it should have…but thank you for doing what you did.”


  He let her go, went back to the couch. She sat down beside him now, kicked her shoes off, leaned back against the cushions, stretched her legs out in front of her and flexed her toes, glad to be out of those heels.


  “So the French just decided they wanted him, right then?”


  “No,” Monroe said. “It’s a little more complicated. It seems our guys—the Americans, I mean—just learned that Garrett Khan’s been dealing or at least communicating with some other factions of interest. They needed him alive for interrogation. I had no choice, I had to stop. I hated to stop, but business is business and personal pain can’t be allowed to get in the way.”


  “How close did you get?”


  “The trigger was halfway there,” Monroe said.


  “So you could have fired then, acted as if you pulled before you understood the order to stop?”


  “Yes, I could have.”


  “Why didn’t you?”


  “Because at that moment it was about more than me and more than Genevieve and more than the probable collapse of Khan’s empire of crime if he died. Other lives are at stake and the things Khan knows can possibly save those lives, those American lives. That’s why I didn’t.”


  “How noble of you,” Winter said, still sarcastic, but with a warmth and humor in the words now too. “So what do we do now?”


  “I’m finishing off this scotch,” Monroe answered, “and then I intend to sleep off a lousy day. You can do whatever you want. I won’t keep you chained to me any longer, Winter. I’ll give you some money, enough to stay in Paris for a little while longer if you want to see more of the city, or you can fly back to Boston at your leisure.”


  “So that’s it,” Winter said, “you’re just throwing me away?”


  “A few days ago you called yourself my prisoner…and now you’re acting like I’m insulting you by letting you go?” Monroe shook his head.


  “Well can I stay with you tonight?” Winter asked, reaching over to touch him.


  “I don’t see a single reason why you shouldn’t,” Monroe answered, and he passed her the bottle.


  



  ***


  



  They ordered breakfast in the room when morning came around. They were both groggy until the coffee hit, for it had been an active night with Monroe letting out his frustrations in sensual ways instead of violent. They had finally managed a bit of sleep, but not nearly enough. Monroe was on his third cup and Winter was looking out the window and munching on a piece of toast with apricot preserves when the knock came at the door.


  A loud, “Mr. Monroe!” followed the knocking. Monroe, wishing the peace could have lasted just a bit longer, put down the coffee and headed for the door while Winter, barely dressed, scrambled for the bathroom before he opened it.


  Monroe found two United States Naval officers standing in the hallway, both lieutenants, one junior grade, one full. “Morning, boys,” he said.


  “Good morning, sir,” the full lieutenant said. “I’m Lt. Leary and this is Lt. Stuart. We’re here to pick you up, sir. We have a chopper waiting.”


  “You have a chopper to where?”


  “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that here, sir,” Leary said. “No information is to be given until we’re airborne and audio is secure.”


  “Not even a little hint?” Monroe asked, teasing but also wondering if the appearance of the lieutenant twins was on the level.


  “We were told you might be difficult to get out of here, Mr. Monroe,” Lt. Stuart spoke for the first time, “so we were instructed to mention that the food is very good on Tuesdays.”


  “Okay,” Monroe nodded, “I’m all yours. Give me ten minutes. I have to dress, shave, and say goodbye to a lady.”


  “Yes, sir,” the lieutenant twins said, disturbingly in unison, and closed the door again.


  Monroe turned to begin getting ready to leave. He went straight to his suitcase and dug to the bottom under his clothes. He took a wad of cash out and turned away from the case just as Winter emerged from the bathroom in her robe.


  “Who was it?” she asked.


  “Uncle Sam wants me,” Monroe said. “I have to go. I have to go now.”


  Winter walked over to him. “It’s been fun, Richard. Be careful.”


  Monroe put the wad of money in Winter’s hand. “This should buy you some fun in Paris for a few days and a ticket home when you’re ready. I’ll call you when I get back to Boston.”


  “Is that a promise?”


  “No,” Monroe said. “I don’t make many promises, but it’s a definite possibility.” And he kissed her hard for a moment, then let her go and began to gather his things.


  



  Chapter 15: Internal Affairs


  



  



  A United States Navy aircraft carrier does not travel alone. Rather, a carrier is the heart of a fleet of vessels, the centerpiece of a floating congregation of warships, support ships, and various other crafts, all sailing the seas together as a huge multifaceted weapon as powerful as any the world has ever known. By the time the helicopter carrying Lt. Leary, Lt. Stuart, and Richard Monroe set down on the flight deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln, it had already flown over a cruiser, several frigates, a supply ship, and a logistics support vessel. The chopper touched down and the occupants waited until the pilot had shut down the engine before getting out.


  Monroe was no stranger to naval vessels. He had been a navy officer as a young man and although he had never been officially assigned to seaborne service, he had often, while working in naval intelligence, had reason to go aboard vessels of various types. He found that he felt at home on the deck of the immense carrier and he followed the two young lieutenants as they led him past several saluting sailors and down into the interior of the ship.


  The officers who had transported Monroe on the nearly two hour flight over the Atlantic Ocean had told him little of the reason he had been flown to the Lincoln. He assumed it had to do with the arrest of Garrett Khan. Perhaps, he thought, Khan was even being held aboard the carrier, as it was not unheard of in the espionage world for important prisoners to be transported or even held for long periods of time at military installations or seagoing vessels. Deeper into the belly of the ship Monroe followed Leary and Stuart, until they finally stopped in front of a closed door.


  “This is where we say goodbye, sir,” Leary said, giving a salute even though Monroe no longer held an active commission. The two officers turned and went back the way they had come. Monroe waited at the door for a moment and then decided to knock.


  “Come in, Monroe,” came from inside and Monroe did as suggested. He opened the door halfway—doors inside ships can be heavy as they are often equipped to lock to seal out incoming water in emergency situations—and slipped in, shutting it behind him. He smiled when he saw Mr. Nine standing there waiting for him inside a beautifully carpeted and furnished room, more like a rich writer’s study than the usually more Spartan rooms on naval vessels.


  Monroe’s chief was dressed in the uniform of a Marine Corps brigadier general and wore a nameplate that read, “Lorimer.” The old spymaster chuckled.


  “Don’t get any ideas about that being my real name, Monroe. General Lorimer is a fictional character. I just inhabit the role when necessity brings me to places like this fine ship.”


  “I was under the impression,” Monroe said, “that we wouldn’t be meeting in person on a regular basis, sir.”


  “Monroe,” Mr. Nine said gravely, “there is nothing regular about this meeting. Sit down.”


  Monroe knew enough to sit down, shut up, and let Mr. Nine fill in the details. He took a comfortable chair beside a bookshelf filled with volumes on naval warfare and history and let the gray-haired man in the general’s uniform tell him what he needed to know.


  “While you were in your hotel in Paris, Garrett Khan was handed over from the French agency to a team of officers from naval intelligence and flown out here to the fleet just like you were this morning, except that he was bound, blindfolded, and gagged. Once here, we wasted no time getting him into an interrogation room in the bowels of this very ship. We wanted to know about his communications with certain insurgency factions in the Middle East. We expected him to resist and were prepared to use whatever means we needed to get him to talk. But we ran into an obstacle. I want you to see this for yourself.”


  Mr. Nine picked up a remote control and pressed a button. A television on the wall across from Monroe turned on and showed the interior of the interrogation room. Garret Khan, still in the tuxedo he had worn to the opera, was sitting in a metal chair at a bolted down table. His face was visible. Also present was a tall man in a black suit with his back to the camera. CIA, Monroe guessed.


  “I’ve skipped the part where our man initially tries to get some answers out of Khan,” Mr. Nine explained. “I’ll let you see the important part first, the part where the little scumbag tells us how he’s got us in a very precarious position.”


  Monroe watched and listened as Garrett Khan laughed in the face of his interrogator and then began to speak in his crisp, pompous English accent.


  “You stupid Americans, you have no idea what you’ve done by bringing me here! You should have left me alone. I don’t care what questions you ask me. You will get nothing from me. Nothing! You will not torture me, you will not beat me, and you will not detain me here in your little ship any longer than I allow you to. Sit down, you stupid man, CIA or whatever you are! Sit down and let me tell you the real situation you’ve created by bringing me here against my will!


  “What do you know about technology? Do you know about the GPS systems they put in cars? Do you understand that they can put something similar inside a man? Yes, my stupid friend, I have an object inside of me and it is going to cost many, many lives. You see, inside my head, connected to my brain, is a tiny little piece of machinery that monitors my vital signs. If you don’t believe me, I will happily allow you to scan my head when we’re through with this silly conversation.


  “This device, this chip, transmits a signal to somewhere else in the world, somewhere that I will not name for you. The computers there receive the signal and it lets my assistants know that I am alive. If you have your stupid surgeons attempt to remove the chip, I will die. Do you know what will happen if I die, either by the intervention of doctors or by your hand or gun? If my men receive the signal that tells them I am dead, they will do as I have instructed them to do in such a case: a dirty bomb will be detonated in a major city somewhere in the world. When that bomb detonates, it will instantly kill those within close range of the blast and many more will die over time from radiation sickness and cancers. The blood of innocent people will be shed, many more people than just the one man you have in your custody now. If I die here, the cost will be far greater than my individual life.


  “And there is more, my stupid American! The same men who will activate that bomb in the event of my death have also been given instructions to detonate it if I go out of communication with them for more than twenty-four hours. You must let me speak to them! But simply letting me make a call or send an email will not satisfy them, for I must include in the message a certain code-phrase, and I will not utter that phrase while I am your prisoner.


  “So you see, you truly are powerless to question me, helpless to harm me, and impotent to keep me here in this big tin floating can! In other words, you and your allies will get nothing from me without paying a very, very high price. Stupid Americans!”


  Mr. Nine stopped the tape. He put the remote down and sat across from Monroe.


  “And before you ask, yes, we’ve done a full body scan of Khan. There is indeed a device implanted in his head, connected to his brain. It’s disturbing what you can find on the black tech market these days if you can afford it.”


  “Sir,” Monroe said, “if I had killed him in front of the opera…”


  “Don’t worry about that now, Monroe,” Mr. Nine ordered. “What might have been doesn’t matter. We’ve had Khan in our possession for nearly twelve hours and we’re running out of time!”


  “What do you intend to do about it, sir?”


  “We won’t set him free,” Mr. Nine answered, “unless we absolutely have no choice. I won’t risk any attempts to remove that implant and I doubt Khan would be cooperative enough to just call up his friends and tell them not to blow that bomb, wherever it is. I want my cake, and I’d like to eat it too. In other words, I want the information Garrett Khan has about the goings on in Afghanistan, but I also want to make sure no civilians die in the process of obtaining that data.”


  Monroe stood up, began to pace. “Send me back to Paris, sir!”


  “Why?”


  “Because the men Khan had with him there might know something, either about the location of the bomb or the location of the computer that’s connected to the transmitter in Khan’s head. If they’re still in Paris, maybe I can get some information out of them.”


  “It’ll take you two hours to get back there.”


  “Then contact Arnaud Lafleur of the DGSE and have his men keep an eye on the apartments where Khan was staying. If Khan’s minions try to flee, Arnaud can have them arrested, but I’d much rather get in there and deal with them myself. Unless, sir, you’d rather I stayed here and tried to get the information out of Garrett Khan himself; I’m sure I could find plenty of interesting ways to persuade him without killing him.”


  “Monroe!” Mr. Nine barked like a Rottweiler. “You’re going nowhere near Garrett Khan! I don’t want to risk you going too far or inflicting so much pain that he dies from shock. Get up top and get back on that chopper. While you’re in flight, I’m going to see if there’s any way we can trace the transmissions of that thing in Khan’s head. We’ll try both approaches to the problem simultaneously and see who hits first. Go!”


  



  ***


  



  The two lieutenants, Leary and Stuart, flew back to Paris with Monroe. Upon landing, they were picked up by one of Arnaud Lafleur’s DGSE agents and driven to rendezvous with Lafleur a block away from the apartment building run by Jean-Louis Moret. Monroe, Leary, and Stuart crammed into Lafleur’s van for a quick briefing by the French spy commander.


  “We believe,” Lafleur said, “based on what our man on the rooftop across the street from that building has observed, that at least three of Garrett Khan’s men remain inside on the seventh floor. The other floors that Khan rented are now empty. Richard, you have my full support in this matter now that our two nations are again cooperating on the business of Khan. You can have as many men as you want, but knowing your methods I would assume you wish to do this somewhat quietly?”


  “I do,” Monroe said. “These two men I have with me will go in as my backup, but I would like to ask for some equipment.”


  “Anything you need.”


  “It’s not much, just guns for the lieutenants—I’ll be using my own—and some Kevlar for the three of us, just in case they put up a fight.”


  “Give me ten minutes,” Lafleur said.


  “Are you men all right with this?” Monroe asked Leary and Stuart.


  “Yes, sir!” they agreed, in that annoying unison speech again.


  



  ***


  



  If you cut the head off a scorpion, the claws and stinger soon lose the ability to act in any way threatening or deadly. The assault on the seventh floor of the building was easy. Jean-Louis Moret, recalling Monroe’s promise of a fat wad of cash, happily agreed to have the elevators malfunction. Monroe, Leary, and Stuart, dressed in the DGSE-provided equivalent of SWAT gear, ascended the stairs and burst onto the indicated floor, surprising three men.


  There was little resistance. Leary and Stuart brandished automatic weapons and Monroe had his usual Glock. Without the confidence instilled by having Garrett Khan nearby, the lower-ranked criminals crumbled in the face of those guns and reached for the ceiling.


  Of the three, two—Monroe immediately decided—were idiots, just mindless thugs used to handing out bruises and spending their dirty earnings on booze and women of questionable character. The third man was the one Monroe wanted to talk to in private: a slim, mustached Italian of about forty, dressed in an expensive suit and wearing cologne that certainly was not cheap either, he was clearly a man of taste and intelligence. Monroe signaled for the two lieutenants to keep their eyes and weapons focused on the two thugs while he had his private chat with Mr. Italy.


  “You speak English, I assume?” Monroe said.


  “Of course,” the Italian said with only half the accent Monroe expected.


  “Good,” Monroe waved the Glock, “get into the bathroom now. I will shoot you if you try anything.”


  The Italian tried nothing. Monroe shut the bathroom door behind them.


  “Get in the tub and lay down.” The Glock signaled again with Monroe’s words.


  Monroe stood and looked down at his prisoner. The tub was an old method Monroe had used before; laying there, on his back on a hard surface with the tub walls on his sides made it difficult to stand quickly and impossible to try a kick while supine. Short of tying a man up, it was the quickest way of turning him into far less of an immediate threat.


  “I truly doubt,” Monroe said, “that Garrett Khan spent enough money to equip you with an implant like the one he has, which means I have no reason to not kill you, while you have every reason to tell me what I want to know.”


  “Fuck you,” the Italian said.


  Monroe, the Glock still in one hand, reached up with the other, tore the shower rod down in one pull, shook the curtain onto the floor, and swept down hard with the naked rod, slamming it across the Italian’s chest. The Italian cried out.


  “He’ll kill me if I tell you anything!”


  “Do you think I won’t?” Monroe said, and he brought the curtain rod down again, harder this time. “First question: what city is the bomb in?”


  “I…I don’t know…”


  The rod came down a third time, breaking skin now; red began to show through the expensive white shirt.


  “What city?”


  “I swear I don’t know!”


  “Fine,” Monroe said, scowling, “second question…and if you don’t give me something this time you’re a dead man! Where are the men who receive the transmissions and can detonate the bomb?”


  The Italian hesitated. Monroe lifted the rod again, but the man in the tub spoke before it came down.


  “London! They’re in London!”


  “Where in London? I want an address!”


  “I do not know the address…”


  Monroe stared at him, no need to wave the rod this time. The Italian broke.


  “It’s in Khan’s computer…in the next room…all his addresses are listed in a file…I know the password! But I want protection…please…he’ll have me killed…”


  “We’ll talk about that later,” Monroe spat. “Get up and open that file!”


  Monroe marched the Italian back into the other room where the two naval officers still had the thugs at gunpoint. Lafleur was signaled, sent several DGSE men up to the seventh floor to collect the goons, and Monroe, Leary, and Stuart were soon alone with the Italian, huddled around the laptop that Garrett Khan had left behind.


  The file opened and Monroe gasped. It was a goldmine of names, addresses, and contact information for Garrett Khan’s criminal operations and cover businesses in cities across the globe. There was enough dirt on that little screen to squash Khan’s empire and grind it into dust. But that was all icing, Monroe reminded himself. At that moment, what mattered most was the core of the cake, the specific place in London from where the bomb could be activated.


  “Show me the one I want!” Monroe barked at the Italian, squeezing his shoulder hard for emphasis.


  “Here,” the prisoner said, his voice quivering. “It is this one.”


  Monroe leaned in closer to the laptop, read the address silently six times, the number of readings it took him to ensure that he had it carved in the stone of his memory. He turned to Lieutenant Leary.


  “How fast can that chopper of yours get us to London?”


  “Under an hour, sir,” Leary answered.


  “Good,” Monroe said, turning to Stuart. “Lieutenant, contact the fleet and have another helicopter sent here. When it arrives, escort this prisoner and this computer back to the Lincoln. If he gives you any trouble, beat him as hard as you want, but keep him alive. And be careful with that laptop!”


  “Yes, sir,” Stuart said.


  “Let’s go, Leary,” Monroe called out as he moved for the door.


  



  ***


  



  Even a great city like London has its ugly sections. In great contrast to the expensive part of Paris where Garrett Khan had been living in luxury, Monroe and Leary found that the address obtained from the computer file was in a nasty slum. Khan, Monroe thought, was clearly trying to hide the vital organs of his empire in the unlikeliest places. Since Paris and London had been mostly wiped clean of Khan’s bigger activities, suspicion toward his doings was less in those cities. Monroe could have had more help sent to the area—the British secret service would have been happy to help as well as the CIA’s men in London—but he had chosen to take the quieter route, just he and Leary, armed and stealthy.


  The address turned out to be a storefront, a small DVD rental shop, reminiscent, Monroe thought, of Arnaud Lafleur’s record store cover in Paris. Monroe and Leary were in civilian clothes now, Kevlar underneath their casual leather jackets. Monroe’s Glock was shoulder-holstered and Leary had now switched to a smaller gun which he had adequately concealed.


  “Go in the front door and browse,” Monroe said. “Act like an American tourist. I’m going to see what the back door looks like.”


  Monroe hurried down the alley on the side of the building, reached the rear of the shop without interference. Behind the store was a back entrance with garbage cans beside it and a bucket of sand where employees stuck their cigarette butts during smoke breaks. Monroe paused outside the door for a moment, listening.


  “Morning,” Leary said inside the shop and Monroe could hear a male voice grunt an acknowledgement, followed by a “Looking for something particular?”


  “Just browsing,” Leary said.


  At that, Monroe tried the back door, found it unlocked, slipped inside. He entered a small stock and storage area, glanced around to make sure nobody else was around, decided there was probably only that single clerk working, and continued through the back area and out into the front of the store.


  He came out behind the counter, moved fast, hit the clerk hard and slammed him up against the counter. Leary, in front of the action, drew his weapon.


  “What the fuck…” the clerk cried out, now pinned down to the counter with an arm twisted behind his back by Monroe.


  “Let’s make this quick,” Monroe said, turning the man around to face him. The clerk was about thirty-five, scruffy, eyes bloodshot from either lack of sleep or a hangover. “Do you run this place?”


  “Yeah, it’s all mine, and I don’t have a lot of money on hand so take the register and piss off!”


  “I don’t want your money,” Monroe said. “I know you work for Garrett Khan and I want your computer. I need you to enter a few commands for me. Leary, find it while I keep our friend here in his proper place.”


  Leary walked behind the counter, began his search. It took less than a minute for him to come up with a laptop concealed behind a case of pornographic DVDs.


  “It’s the same model as the one we took in Paris,” Monroe observed. “It must be the Khan standard. Turn it on, Leary.”


  When the machine had booted up, Monroe forced the clerk in front of it.


  “Bring up the function connected to Khan’s implant and that bomb. Yes, we know all about it and we will not hesitate to kill you if you try to stall us or trick us in any way. Open it!”


  The clerk entered a few commands and the screen lit up with not only a display showing the vital signs of Garrett Khan, but a second window showing the status of a small glowing circle in the center of a map of Brussels, Belgium.


  “Brussels,” Monroe said. “Is that where the bomb is?”


  The clerk nodded.


  “And this green around it means it’s inactive?”


  Another nod.


  “Will it stay that way unless you alter its status? Answer honestly, because if you lie to me I’ll make you wish I’d just killed you.”


  “I have complete control over it,” the clerk said.


  “Good,” Monroe said with the tone of man praising a puppy, “that’s all I needed to know.” He used the cursor to zoom in on the Brussels image, narrowing the field to show a precise location. “Leary, write this address down.”


  Leary produced a pen and scribbled for a moment on a scrap of receipt from the countertop, then stuck the paper in his pocket.


  Monroe, seeing that Leary was finished, spun the clerk around, punched him hard in the gut, and let him drop to the floor. As he knelt there clutching his stomach, he looked up at Monroe and spat out a single word.


  “Tsunami.”


  “What?” Monroe was confused for a second, but then he heard it: a strange humming sound coming from under the floor of the shop. He knew what it was; he had heard such a sound once before and almost died for not recognizing it.


  “Leary, run!” Monroe called out, grabbing the laptop, leaving the fallen clerk.


  They both took the front door, made it almost to the street when the little shop exploded in a ball of fire and brick.


  Voice-activated detonator was Richard Monroe’s last conscious thought before the heat and the pain slammed into him.


  



  Chapter 16: Dinner for One


  



  “Genevieve?” Monroe mumbled as he slipped out of dreamland and back into reality. His eyes opened and she was gone. He saw the ceiling lights first and then the glow was blocked out by a face leaning over him. It was a gray-haired man, shoulders coming into view next with khaki fabric and general’s stars on the collar. Mr. Nine stared down.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not her. Can you sit up?”


  Monroe moaned and pushed himself into a seated position, propped up with a pillow at his back. He looked straight ahead. A former naval man, he knew immediately where he was: shipboard infirmary. He concentrated for a moment on his nerves and decided everything was where it should be despite the aches and bruised flesh at too many points to count. Then he remembered everything in one vivid flash.


  “Belgium!” he cried out. “The bomb…it’s in Brussels! You have to…”


  “Relax, Monroe,” Mr. Nine interrupted, “the bomb’s been found. It’s in our possession. Brussels is safe thanks to what we found on that computer you had under you after that store exploded. That’s the good news.”


  “I suppose that means the bad is coming next,” Monroe said.


  Mr. Nine did not hesitate or try to be gentle. “Lieutenant Leary is dead. He shielded you from the blast and took most of the damage.”


  “Shit,” Monroe said. “He was a good kid.”


  “That’s not the worst of it,” Mr. Nine continued. “Garrett Khan has escaped.”


  Monroe sat up straight now, forgetting all about the supporting pillow. “What do you mean he escaped? How the hell does anybody escape from a United States aircraft carrier?”


  Mr. Nine sat down on the edge of the bed. “The chief medical officer on one of the other ships, a destroyer, was a doctor named Lieutenant Commander Charles Swift. He contacted the CMO of the Lincoln and asked if he could come aboard and take a look at Khan’s implant, claimed he might have some ideas about how to remove it safely. Apparently, Khan’s reach even extended into the US military. Swift came aboard, injected the guard at Khan’s cell with a tranquilizer, and snuck Khan out of that part of the ship as if he’d memorized the layout of the whole damn carrier. He somehow got him up on the flight deck, probably in a stolen uniform, and the two of them stowed away on the chopper we sent to get you and Leary’s body after the explosion in London. We think Swift and Khan snuck off in England and ran away.”


  “Damn it!” Monroe shouted, pounding his fist on the mattress. “How long ago…”


  “You were unconscious for almost a full day, Monroe,” Mr. Nine said. “Of course the British and French are watching all airports, train stations, and ports, but with Khan’s worldwide resources we can’t be sure we’ll find him anytime soon.”


  “What about the Middle East insurgency you needed info about?” Monroe asked.


  “That’s not so much of a problem now,” Mr. Nine answered. “Between the two computers you recovered, we’ve got some serious dirt on that business, so everything wasn’t in vain. Now get some rest. You were badly battered by that explosion, maybe concussed too, so just take it easy.”


  



  ***


  



  Richard Monroe remained aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln for the next week, slowly recovering from his injuries. He was given free rein to roam the ship mostly as he pleased with only a few areas off limits. He ate with the officers, enjoyed the recreational facilities, and spent a considerable amount of time with Mr. Nine as they monitored the world’s law enforcement agencies systematically dismantling Garrett Khan’s criminal holdings due to the information contained in the two laptop computers. Across the globe, the CIA, FBI, MI6, DGSE, Interpol, and Mossad shut down Khan’s operations on several continents, recovered fortunes worth of illicit cash and merchandise, confiscated massive amounts of narcotics, and made hundreds of arrests, but no sign was found of either Khan or his accomplice, Charles Swift.


  



  ***


  



  Monroe returned to Boston to find his apartment as he had left it. He unpacked, sat down, and reflected on his time in Paris and London and aboard the Abraham Lincoln. Mixed feelings came to mind; on one hand, he had saved lives and helped bring about the now almost total collapse of the Garrett Khan criminal empire. But on the other, Khan still lived and might now be even harder to find than before. Monroe still wanted Khan dead, not only for the sake of Genevieve, but because he knew that a man of Khan’s character would eventually rise like a dark parody of a phoenix and take an active part in the world’s criminal community again. But Khan had vanished in the wind like a handful of scattered ashes and no agency in the world had any solid leads about his current location. Monroe told himself to wait, have patience, resume life and hope for a new assignment to keep him occupied. Khan’s time would come, but sitting around thinking of ways to force it would do nobody any good.


  



  ***


  



  On Monroe’s third afternoon back in Boston, Winter Willows called.


  “Richard, are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. It’s good to hear from you. When did you get back?”


  “I didn’t stay long in Paris. It wasn’t the same alone. I flew back a day after you left and got settled in here again. Fixed my hair, too—I hated being a brunette.”


  “What are you doing now that you’re back here? Will you keep working with Cyril Benson?”


  “What else can I do? Why? Is there something I should know? I know you’ve more or less crushed everything Garrett Khan was doing, so will you be coming after Benson next?”


  “You know I told Benson I wouldn’t interfere with his business personally, not that I can speak for what any agency does. But no, I won’t touch him. Still, you’re smart, Winter—very smart. You could succeed at anything else, anything legal. I wish you’d find a new line of work.”


  “And you could easily succeed at something safer, but you’ll keep risking your life for your patriotism, won’t you?”


  “That’s different, and you know it!”


  “Richard, I didn’t call you to have an argument. I know we’re on opposite sides again, but I thought maybe we could have dinner. I was hoping you’d cook for me again…and I swear I won’t try to kill you this time. We can discuss my future over two bowls of pasta if you want to keep pushing the issue. What do you say?”


  “You’re lucky I’m bored, Winter. How’s eight o’clock sound?”


  “I’ll be there. Bye.”


  



  ***


  



  Monroe cooked and he welcomed the distraction. He tossed greens together into salad, prepared pasta, chose wine. As he worked, he composed his speech. He intended to talk Winter Willows out of her criminal ways and into some sort of life that resembled decency, normality. He even considered, assuming his argument proved successful, asking Mr. Nine about getting Winter into Witness Protection, giving her a new identity, a new start somewhere far from Boston where nobody knew her. She had helped him and he did not want to see her continue down a path that would inevitably lead to arrest, incarceration, or death.


  By seven thirty, dinner was ready. He hung up his apron, put out utensils, and went to change and shave. He came out of the bathroom at ten to eight and sat down to wait, suddenly realizing just how much he looked forward to Winter’s arrival. It had dawned on him that he had not really spoken, in person, with another human being since coming back from the Atlantic fleet, not counting the cashier when he had gone to buy the components of dinner that afternoon.


  Eight came and went, then eight thirty. No Winter. Monroe did not think she would stand him up. He called her, got her voicemail, and put the phone down to wait longer. Nine arrived, then nine forty-five. Monroe was getting worried.


  He got up, his hunger taking a back seat to his concern, grabbed his jacket, holstered the Glock, and took the elevator down to the parking garage. Within minutes, Monroe’s Lexus was on the streets of Boston. Monroe did not need to look up Winter’s address. Memorizing locations and routes was second nature to him after years of practice. He would be at her apartment in fifteen minutes, he estimated as he weaved through the evening traffic.


  



  ***


  



  An unlocked door on an apartment in any major city is always a bad sign. Monroe knew something was terribly wrong when he arrived, turned the knob, and Winter’s door opened. He drew his gun, slipped into the dark apartment, stopped just inside the doorway and listened. He heard nothing.


  When certain he was alone, he felt along the wall for a switch, flicked it up and the lights came on. The well-furnished living room was unoccupied except for Monroe and he could see that something had happened, something violent. He went further in, looking around, taking in every detail as it struck his eyes.


  The coffee table was at a slightly odd angle in relation to the couch as if pushed out of place. The pillows that presumably belonged to the couch were on the floor. He saw the half-open door that led to the kitchen and the thin, smeared red line halfway up. He went closer, confirmed by sight that it was blood, enough to know that someone had been hurt, slightly cut or scratched. But not enough, he was relieved to see, to be proof of a serious injury. Behind the door, in the kitchen, a glass had shattered where it had been dropped to the floor.


  Monroe turned around, back into the living room, then right into the bathroom. Nothing unusual there; the shower was wet as if used in the past hour. That left only the bedroom. He entered that last portion of Winter’s apartment, knowing he would most likely find one of two things: either she was dead or she had been taken.


  One deep breath and Monroe stepped in. The bed was empty, nobody was there, which meant no body was there. So she was, at least when she had left, alive. He was glad for that, and enraged at the same time. Winter was missing, but something was on the bed. He went to it and found a small black leather bag propped against the pillows atop the precisely smoothed sheets. He picked up the bag, turned it upside down, dumping the contents onto the bed.


  Two things fell out. A handful of hair, long and pure white, fluttered down to the bed like a feather. A baseball landed on the sheets and rolled an inch or two. A baseball! Monroe had not expected to find that.


  The hair was an obvious message, the ball was enigmatic. Monroe picked the ball up, looked closely. There was a message written on the white leather with a felt-tipped pen.


  “Ninth inning, Monroe. Everybody wins eventually if the field stands long enough. You blew the save last time. Come try again.”


  An Englishman of Mongolian ancestry using baseball analogies. Monroe shook his head and clenched his fists. It was Garrett Khan. Of that, Monroe had no doubt. He was taunting him over Genevieve’s death and challenging him to keep Winter from the same fate. Monroe made up his mind then and there that he would finally confront Garrett Khan face to face, man to man, one on one, and end this stupid game permanently. First, though, he had to find him. And he felt obligated to report in before he did anything. In case he failed, others would have to pick up the trail.


  Mr. Nine answered on the third ring.


  “What?”


  “They’ve snatched her!”


  “The Willows woman, I assume.”


  “Yes, sir, I’m at her place now: signs of a struggle, open door, some broken glass, a bit of blood but not enough for worst case scenarios yet, and a message for me.”


  “From Khan?”


  “I’m ninety percent sure. It’s on a baseball. Listen to this: ‘Ninth inning, Monroe. Everybody wins eventually if the field stands long enough. You blew the last save. Come try again.’ And that’s all it says.”


  “Any idea what it means?”


  “I think he’s taken her to Fenway Park. It took the Red Sox decades and decades to finally win the World Series and their ballpark is one of the oldest still in use in the Majors.”


  “Yes, I know my baseball history. I’m even old enough to have seen Ted Williams hit there. And you’re probably right about the message. I’ll alert the Boston FBI branch.”


  “No, sir, please don’t. If the ballpark is stormed by FBI or SWAT or anybody else, Winter Willows is dead. This was a personal message, a challenge from Garrett Khan to me. He intends for this chess game we’ve had going on to end tonight.”


  “I’m not stupid, I know exactly what Khan has in mind. He’ll blow you to Hell as soon as you go near Fenway and then he’ll kill Willows anyway, probably after he’s raped her too.”


  “No, sir, I think Khan’s so fed up with my interfering in his businesses that his ego is demanding he kill me personally. He doesn’t trust his lieutenants to do the job anymore, not that he has many left after what’s been done to his empire in recent days. Let me go in, sir. Let me do it my way. If you don’t hear from me in a few hours, send in the damn Marines if you want!”


  “Monroe, this is your last chance to end this business. I want Garrett Khan dead, dead tonight or…or you’re fired! Good luck. And I don’t care how much you argue…the FBI and Boston PD will be on standby, but I’ll try to give you enough time to do the job yourself. Now get going.”


  Click.


  



  Chapter 17: Take Me Out of the Ballgame


  



  



  Monroe sped home, raced up to his apartment, taking the stairs rather than waiting for the elevator, and changed clothes as quickly as he could. Clad all in black, he grabbed the items he anticipated needing: extra rounds for the Glock, a small pocket flashlight, and a large knife suitable for hunting the most dangerous prey of all.


  He hurried back to the Lexus, roared out of the garage, and headed for Fenway. No need to check directions; one could not live in Boston for any period of time and not know where that coliseum of America’s pastime stood.


  It was dark and cold as Monroe arrived in the neighborhood known as Fenway-Kenmore. It was a tight, crowded area, with the ballpark sitting right in the center of town, the giant stadium dwarfing nearby businesses and apartment buildings. Monroe liked the fact that Fenway was surrounded by so much; it would work to his advantage. There were several cars rolling along Yawkey Way, the street where the park’s front entrance faces. Being the off-season, the park was not in everyday use. Events were occasionally held there in winter, but not on this night. The massive lights above the field were off, not that Monroe expected them to be on, for he had already assumed that wherever Garrett Khan had taken Winter Willows was deep inside the halls and corridors and basement sections of the stadium.


  Monroe parked up a small side street a two minute jog from the front entrance. He shut and locked the Lexus. The perimeter of the park was vast and there were exits and entrances all around; Monroe had no intention of trying that main entrance.


  As he moved around to the side of the building, looking for an easy way in, Monroe tried to put himself inside the mind of Garrett Khan, estimating what a criminal mastermind might do to take control of a place like Fenway Park. Obviously, Monroe knew, the place had security even when closed. Khan would have to somehow replace those men with his own minions. Monroe smiled at that realization; no need to pull punches if he encountered what looked like uniformed security.


  After five minutes of sneaking around the high walls of Fenway, Monroe spotted a promising possibility. A small ramp dove down at one point, the pavement snaking behind a small brick wall that jutted out a bit further than the rest of that side of the stadium. He glanced around, saw nobody, and hurried down the ramp. Behind that small brick blockade was a door, metal and locked, but not so thick as to be impenetrable. At least one of the hinges was rusty, which might make things easier. Taking that door down would make a bit of noise, but Monroe was already expected, so he doubted it would make much difference. The bad part was that Khan knew he was coming, but the good was that there were so many possible ways in that they could not all be under guard. Monroe leaned against the inner side of that brick wall, arms braced against the hard stone, and lifted his body up, kicking out with his legs as hard as he could, slamming the soles of his boots into the metal door with a resounding clang. The shock of impact traveled up Monroe’s legs and into his back, shaking him. He grunted once, took in a deep breath to steady him and reinforce his will, and tried it again. Another clang, but he felt a bit of give this time and saw some flakes of rust fall from the hinges.


  “One more,” Monroe whispered as he repeated the action. The door went this time, hinges bursting loose, metal creaking and cracking, and the whole metal slab falling back and hitting the floor with a loud reverberation. Monroe stepped over the door and into Fenway Park, hoping none of the neighbors were dialing the police after hearing such a sound.


  Monroe cursed himself as he entered the dark hallways of Fenway. He should have prepared more before coming here, should have had Mr. Nine see about pulling a blueprint from the ballpark’s computer system or something, or should have had at least some idea of the layout of the place. But he had done nothing like that and he had no idea how to even begin trying to find Winter, Khan, or anybody else. He was Theseus in the labyrinth and had no idea where the Minotaur waited.


  “Oh Richard, where are you?”


  Monroe stopped, frozen in place. The voice was coming from all sides at once, up and down, left and right: public address system. The voice was Garrett Khan’s. Monroe knew it immediately, the same smug tone from the interrogation tapes aboard the carrier Lincoln. Now that grating voice called Monroe’s name in a sing-song whine far worse than the nails-on-chalkboard analogy.


  The lights flashed on, illuminating the corridors, dispelling the shadows with one swift slash. Monroe could now see perfectly well, had no need for his little flashlight. But he knew that Khan could probably see him, too. Probably watching him by means of the security cameras.


  “That’s it, Richard. Keep going that way,” Khan’s voice, tinny through the overhead speakers, said as Monroe continued down the corridor. “Wait till you see what fun I have for you up ahead!”


  “Shut up, you bastard,” Monroe muttered under his breath. He knew he was walking into a big fat trap, but saw few other options. He had no idea what was being done to Winter, but he had to work under the assumption that the longer it took him to find her, the worse her situation might become. He kept walking, letting Garrett Khan cue him forward.


  “Stop, wait there for a second.”


  Monroe paused, looked up at the camera above him.


  “I think you have a gun,” Khan continued. “There’s no shooting in baseball! You can’t keep the gun, Richard. Sorry, but I want you to walk a little further and you’ll find a rubbish bin around the next bend. Drop your gun in the trash and continue on please.”


  “Damn,” Monroe muttered, but he kept going, around the bend, drew the Glock from the holster as he walked, let it slip from his hand into the garbage can, and continued on his journey as the weight of the gun caused the papers in the bottom of the barrel to shift and settle.


  “Very good, we’re almost at our first stop. The real fun is about to begin!”


  A minute’s walk later, Monroe found a double door on his right.


  “Stop right there, Richard!”


  There was a click, a whir, the sound of automation as the doors slid open. Brighter light flooded out into the hallway and Monroe blinked at its brilliance.


  “Come on in!”


  Monroe stepped forward into the light, into the newly-revealed room. His mouth dropped open in horror at what he saw. It was an underground batting cage. The room was large and round and in its center was an area separated from viewers by a steel mesh fence, high enough to almost touch the ceiling. Inside the cage was a pitcher’s mound upon which stood a pitching machine. A convenient means of practice for a Major League ballplayer, but the situation here had been twisted into a nightmarish parody of America’s pastime. There was no seasoned slugger standing with bat ready at the plate, no Mighty Casey this time. Instead, a pole had been erected just behind the plate and a captive bound to the tall stake. Winter Willows, her long white hair cascading down around her shoulders, had been roped to the pole, hands behind her back, ankles tied as well. She was naked from head to feet, and her face was a clear and sincere picture of absolute fear.


  Monroe rushed forward, hit the mesh fence, fingers grasping the wire and shaking furiously, trying to rip the steel and gain entrance to the cage. The struggle was futile.


  “Richard!” Winter screamed.


  “Damn it,” Monroe called out, “I’m coming!”


  “Batter up!” the overhead voice of Garrett Khan rang out, taunting and sneering. “Oh, wait…she’s already up! In that case, let’s play ball!”


  Monroe’s fingers tightened, the cage rattled harder, faster, but the mesh was strong and his efforts fruitless. The pitching machine started to hum. The monster was coming to life and the would-be savior was locked outside.


  Winter screamed again and the robot threw a strike. Monroe watched in horror as the small white sphere shot through the air and struck, slamming into Winter’s bare left shoulder. Winter closed her eyes and winced as the ball hit, tears flooding into her eyes at the pain. The ball fell to the floor at her feet. Monroe watched as the shoulder turned an alarming shade of red where a dark bruise would surely develop in little time.


  Monroe shook the cage again, his eyes staring hard at the ceiling as if looking for God while simultaneously crying out for the woman’s torment to stop.


  “Khan, you animal! Leave her alone!”


  “But Richard,” the voice that was not God’s called back, “the fun is only beginning…”


  And the next pitch came. It flew and it hit. Winter’s nose exploded in a gush of blood, rivers of dark red spurting out like a bursting cloud and running down her face, into her mouth, curving down along her neck and staining her breasts.


  “Two strikes!” Garrett Khan said from his unseen hiding place. “Can we make an out that easily?”


  The machine purred, the leather-bound bullet was ejaculated, and the point of impact was Winter’s ribs. The ball hit with a sick cracking noise. All the air left Winter’s lungs in one agonized wheeze. Her head rolled forward and her eyes closed, chin resting in the center of her breastbone, blood from the shattered nose still trickling along its crimson course.


  “You bastard,” Monroe said, his voice rasping and growing hoarse, “if you’ve killed her…”


  “And she’s…out!” Khan shouted.


  Monroe shook at the cage again and this time it did budge. In fact, the side upon which he pushed and pulled suddenly fell in, opening a door for him to step through, as if some remote mechanism had unlocked it. Monroe rushed in, went straight to Winter, and checked her pulse. She lived. He pulled his knife out, quickly slashing the ropes that bound her hands behind her. Released, she fell forward as Monroe caught her. Holding her up, he knelt down, slit the ties around her ankles and stood up again. From Winter’s throat, Monroe could hear a low gurgle, a choking. He reached around her, slapped her hard on the back. Her mouth opened and blood poured out, but he had cleared her airway and she began to breathe on her own again. She was barely conscious, moaning, trembling. Monroe moved her off to the side of home plate and let her body sag to the floor. He took off his jacket, folded it into a pillow, and placed it under her head to keep her from choking on blood again.


  “I’ll be back for you, Winter,” he whispered, “I promise.” And he kissed her gently on the forehead.


  Laughter came from behind. Multiple voices raised in filthy chuckles. Monroe stood and whirled, the hunting knife still in hand. His eyes met three faces, faces that fronted heads that sat atop large bodies. Monroe knew who they were though he had never seen any of them before: thugs, beaters, brawlers. These were the sort of men who lived to break bones and separate teeth from jaws, the kind hired by men like Garrett Khan when they did not want to get their own hands dirty with the blood of their enemies. They stared hard at Monroe, almost salivating like pit bulls, clearly men who thrived on violence. They all had Louisville Sluggers in their hands.


  “Well hurry up then,” Monroe snapped, too high on rage and adrenaline to feel fear. “Don’t make me wait.”


  The middle thug in Murderer’s Row barked something in Russian, commanding the men on either side of him to advance on Monroe’s position. Monroe could tell by the approach that the men he faced were brutes and not finesse-fighters, tough but clumsy men who lacked the training of experienced field agents. That, Monroe, decided, would work to his advantage.


  They both came at once, the two bats thrust forward and down to strike Monroe in the front of the body. Monroe thrust his feet out in front of him, let gravity take him down, and landed well below the overhead swish of the two bats, using the heels of his hands to cushion his impact with the floor. Outnumbered three to one with two of them right on top of his position, Monroe knew he had to lessen the odds against him as fast as possible. His right hand, wielding the knife, swept out and he cut the goon on that side in the calf. The blade was sharp, sliced deep, going through pants and thick flesh and muscle. Blood immediately soaked the pants. The big Russian crumbled to the floor next to Monroe. There was no hesitation or any idea of mercy with the next move. Monroe thrust the knife again, plunging it between the fallen man’s ribs, extinguishing the flame of life.


  As the first thug died, Monroe heard the second man’s bat coming down at his head. He rolled, dodging the blow but forced to relinquish the knife in the process, unable to pull it from the dead man’s ribs and move clear of the descending bat at the same time.


  He scrambled to his feet, stood and blocked the next bat-blow with his hands, managing to wrap his fingers around the barrel of the bat and push it back into the face of the attacker. The wide Russian nose crunched flat and bled as Winter’s had when the ball had struck her. Monroe then brought up his knee, connected to the batter’s groin, and stepped aside as the body hit the floor. A quick sideways kick to the man’s temple ensured that he would not get up anytime soon, assuming he lived after such a blow to the head with the hard toe of Monroe’s boot.


  Now the third Russian remained, this one obviously the leader. He stepped toward Monroe. As the two still-standing combatants met, Monroe’s mind was working in two directions at once. His conscious attention was on the man about to swing the bat at his head, but a fraction of his mind was already planning ahead, analyzing the situation and the information he had so far. That sector of his brain, as the minds of experienced agents often do, was not thinking so much in word-based thoughts but rather in a series of quick, intuitive flashes, putting two and two together and then adding another two and so on until the circumstances and the status of the chessboard were understood. At that moment, Monroe knew what he had to do and realized what chance he had to take: a big risk, but worthwhile if it succeeded.


  He dodged the first swing of the last Russian’s bat, then ducked and lifted the bat dropped by the previous opponent. He stood quickly, blocked the next shot, and the two bats collided in midair with a loud crack, moving like dueling swords but thundering like battering rams against big oak doors.


  The two bats crashed against each other a dozen times and then Monroe made the move that would, he suspected, decide if he would live to come face to face with his true enemy or die a fast and irrevocable death right then and there.


  As the Russian’s bat came swinging at his head, he let his own bat fall just to the left of where it should have been to block, turned his head just slightly to the side to keep his face from meeting wood, and let the Russian deal a blow to his skull. Monroe felt the impact and it hurt, stinging and vibrating, but it had not been enough to knock him out, and that was what he had been counting on. He let himself fall to the floor, let his body hit with a dull thud and did not move once he was down. He knew, from past experiences in treacherous situations, how to feign unconsciousness, knew how to let his body go convincingly limp, knew how to be still, and knew how to make it look very, very real.


  “Good night, Richard!” the voice of Garrett Khan rang out from the speakers. “Anton, take Mr. Monroe for his bath!”


  And with those words from Khan, Monroe knew he had made the right choice in gambling with the blow to the head. Garrett Khan could have killed him a dozen times since he had arrived at Fenway. He could have had Monroe ambushed at one of many turns in the halls or shot him dead while he watched Winter pelted with baseballs. But Khan had not killed him quickly or definitively and that meant one thing, one very important thing: Khan was enjoying the game. So Monroe was down and apparently out cold; now Khan would play some more, continue his twisted fun. Monroe hoped to use that ongoing game to find a way to turn the whole damn table upside down and let it land on Garrett Khan’s swollen head.


  The big Russian, Anton, knelt down next to Monroe. Monroe heard the sound of rope, felt his wrists being grabbed by large, rough hands, knew he was about to be tied up. Judging by Anton’s looks and manner of fighting, Monroe judged him to be a soldier of low rank, a minion of smarter, better trained men. Anton was not a man well-versed in the tricks of the spy trade and so he was, Monroe thought and hoped, unlikely to notice what his captive was about to do.


  As Anton wrapped the length of rope around his wrists, which were behind his back now, Monroe turned his wrists just enough so that the bonds were not quite as tight as they could have been; the movement as the tying is completed leaves just enough slack to give the captive a chance to work his hands free. Anton had no idea. When the work with the rope was done, Anton lifted Monroe as easily as a man heaves a sack of laundry over his shoulder. Monroe, his head hanging down against Anton’s back, opened one eye and watched the floor pass below him. Behind them, he could see the two fallen Russians, and he could see Winter Willows, bloodied, naked, her head on his jacket, but still breathing. Anton carried Monroe through a door and they were out of the batting cage room.


  Monroe took a big chance as they entered the next room. He twisted his head slightly and peered through the crook of Anton’s arm, hoping the movement would not attract the notice of either the big Russian or the watching Garrett Khan. Monroe could see ahead of them, upside down but clearly enough. The room they had arrived in contained a swimming pool sunk into the floor. From what he could see, Monroe estimated it to be about ten by thirty with a depth of eight to ten feet. He knew what Khan had meant about Anton giving him a bath.


  They reached the edge of the pool and Anton bent down and forward, grunted, gave a mighty heave, and sent Richard Monroe over his head and into the water with a loud splash. Monroe hit the cold wetness and stayed in character, letting his limp body sink to the bottom, holding his breath to preserve the little air he had managed to pull in as he was thrown.


  



  Chapter 18: The Umpire Strikes Back


  



  



  Monroe knew he had to make it convincing. The water was cold and he used that to his advantage, letting the natural shudder surge through him, shaking his body at the bottom of the pool, making it appear that the chill was snapping him back to consciousness. He thrashed and twisted under the water, knowing that Anton was watching from above. He could feel the ropes around his wrists loosening, partly because of the way he had maneuvered his hands when being tied up and partly due to the buoyancy of the water. He could slip his hands free at will now but kept them behind his back, waiting for the right moment. With his legs, he pushed down against the bottom of the pool, forcing himself upward. He broke the surface, gasped for air, treaded water and watched Anton step forward.


  The muscular Russian looked down at the struggling Monroe then turned and reached to his side. Monroe watched as he grabbed a six-foot-long metal pole with a brush at the end, a tool for cleaning the pool. The brush end came down hard, swatting at Monroe’s head. Monroe dodged once but knew he would be unable to avoid the next strike, his movements slowed by being immersed and trying to stay afloat. When the pole came down again, Monroe chose that moment to slip his hands out of the rope loops and reveal his freedom. He lifted his hands out of the water, over his head, and grabbed the pole, just above the brush, as it came down. He gave a strong yank and Anton, surprised by the resistance and thrown off balance, came splashing down into the pool with his prisoner. Monroe wasted no time. As soon as Anton’s head bobbed above the waterline, Monroe’s fist connected with the stubbly jaw. Once, twice, three times he struck Anton’s face. Not pulling his punches at all and knowledgeable on the subject of how and where to hit a man for maximum effect, Monroe had the larger man stunned and unable to stay afloat after that trio of blows.


  Monroe swam over to the edge of the pool, pulled himself out of the water, shook himself off, and began to walk away, leaving Anton to drown if he did not regain his senses fast.


  Monroe knew Garrett Khan was watching, but the Mongolian had yet to speak again, perhaps shocked by Monroe’s escape from the water. Monroe ran for the door on the opposite end of the room from where he had entered. Better, he thought, to keep going forward and see if anything he could use lay up ahead. Going back would do no good. He had to find his way to Garrett Khan and finish the game. It was, he knew, getting late early, as Yogi Berra had once famously said.


  Through the door and into another hallway Monroe ran, still dripping and slowed by the weight of wet clothing. He passed several doors on either side; plain wooden doors with nameplates that he assumed were offices. He finally went around a curve in the corridor and came across a metal door with a lightning bolt painted halfway up. He stopped. The sign of electricity, he understood, might mean that he had hit a major jackpot.


  He tried the door and it opened. He slipped inside, fumbled for a light switch and found one. For the first time since arriving at Fenway Park, Monroe smiled. He had found the electrical room. He scanned the walls, looking up and down the many rows of circuit breakers and switches and controls. On one wall was a map, a diagram of the major rooms and staircases and halls of the interior of the ballpark. He went closer, examined the schematic. He knew where he was for the room was denoted by the same bolt that adorned the door.


  Now where would Garrett Khan be, he asked himself. Khan had been watching the whole game so he had to be where the cameras connected to monitors. Monroe found it. Security control room, one level above the electrical room and down a hall that curved to the left. Also, Monroe saw, halfway between his present point and where he suspected Khan was, a storage room sat. The map did not say what was stored there, but Monroe would make a stop, hoping to find something to use as a weapon.


  Now he turned his attention back to the circuit breakers. They were quite neatly labeled. He checked row after row and finally found the right set of switches. “Security Cams,” the label said.


  Monroe flipped the whole row and waited for the result.


  “Oh bloody Hell!” shouted the voice of Garrett Khan over the speaker system, and Monroe knew he had just blinded his enemy.


  Monroe turned and ran out of that room. He had no idea how many more men Khan had brought with him and he could not be sure that those cameras would not somehow be reactivated. He had to make the most of the time he had bought himself.


  The storage room he had seen on the map was a twenty second run from the electrical room. Monroe made it there, trying to ignore the taunting cries of “Richard, where are you?” that came from Garrett Khan. Into the room he went, finding long rows of clothing racks upon which hung Red Sox uniforms, shelves that held cleats, and boxes of various other things necessary to keep a baseball team in operation.


  Monroe stood in the center of the room and emptied his pockets, taking stock of what he had left in his possession. He took out his flashlight, tried to switch it on. No light, the pool had killed it. His cell phone was another casualty, water-damaged beyond any chance of resurrection. He tossed the phone and light aside. He stripped, quickly and completely, leaving his black clothes in a wet heap on the floor, only his underwear staying on. He grabbed new clothes from the racks, reaching for whatever looked like it was close to his size, pulling on the pants, jersey, and finally shoes of a ballplayer. He thought he probably looked ridiculous, like an old pro returning for an Old-Timer’s Day celebration, but he did not care; dry clothes were better than wet and that was all that mattered.


  Dressed and dry, Monroe needed more, something to use for defense and offense. He looked around and his eyes caught sight of something in the corner of the room. He went there and started grabbing his new suit of armor. Within minutes, he had strapped on the garb of an umpire: chest protector, heavy plates to protect the legs from bats and balls, and the mask that came down like a sinister black cage to cover the face. The protective equipment was heavy but felt good, like the close-fitting pads of a samurai.


  Feeling sturdy in the armor, Monroe then emptied one of the clothing racks and ripped away the wooden pole that stretched across the top of the rack to hold up hangers. It was not a bat, but it would do for some offensive ability.


  Dressed and armed, Monroe left the storage room and headed back out into the hallway for the next round of his quest. He walked down the hall, passed a handful of other closed doors, ignoring them. He knew his destination: the security room on the floor above. He reached the stairs and started up. As he rose on the steps, he listened, heard nothing nearby. The voice of Khan had gone quiet and he hoped the silence indicated that Khan had gone into a panic now that he was oblivious to the location of his prey.


  Monroe was now at the top of the stairs. He went through the door and into the next corridor. As he went, a figure came into view up ahead. He saw the khaki shirt of a United States Naval officer. He recognized the man from photos shown to him aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln.


  “Dr. Swift,” Monroe called out. The traitor stared at him. Swift was a tall man of about forty. He looked disheveled, far from the crisp cleanliness one imagines when thinking of military officers. His hair was a mess and his clothes wrinkled, the look of a man who had been on the run and traveling fast.


  “Don’t come any closer!” Swift shouted. His eyes were wide at the vision of armor and staff that approached. He pulled a gun and raised it.


  Monroe thought it was over. The umpire gear might offer decent protection against fists or batons or even a bat, but a bullet would cut through it like a meteor through atmosphere.


  Swift fired. Monroe instinctively twisted his body, though that would do no good. A cracking noise followed the gunshot.


  Monroe was surprised to feel no pain. Then he understood. The most unlikely thing in the world had happened. Swift had missed. He had been nervous, his hand jerked, and the shot went wide.


  Monroe waited for the next shot. He was sure that a man with military training, even if he was a ship’s surgeon, could not possibly miss twice, but the shot was never fired. Charles Swift, apparently a coward as well as a traitor, had turned and started to run.


  Monroe pursued. As he began to run, he realized that the weight in his hand was less than it should have been. He glanced down as he ran. The pole from the clothing rack had taken the bullet meant for him. It was now half the length it had been before, a jagged spear instead of a long staff.


  Monroe was heavy with the umpire gear but still fast. He closed in on Charles Swift, the distance getting shorter and shorter. Ten feet separated them, then five. Swift stopped, whirled, and raised the pistol again. The range was too close now: missing would be impossible. Monroe could not give him a chance to pull that trigger.


  Monroe raised the broken shaft of wood and lunged forward, leaping at Swift. The gun did go off, but the bullet struck the ceiling as balance was lost and both men crashed to the floor. Monroe was on top and felt a sudden wetness on his face as the floor broke their fall. He pushed himself back up to stand and looked down at the body of Charles Swift. The sharp end of the stick had gone straight into Swift’s chest and blood oozed from the deadly puncture.


  “A splendid splinter,” Monroe muttered, and he continued down the hall.


  Monroe encountered nobody else in that corridor. Khan must have been unable to gather much support after his empire had been thrown into such disarray by recent events, Monroe guessed. The security room loomed just ahead and Monroe readied himself for arrival. He was sure Garrett Khan would be armed and hoped he could maneuver his way in without being shot dead in the doorway.


  “Authorized Personnel Only,” the sign said. It was a windowless door; Monroe had no way of knowing what waited for him behind it. But he had no choice. He was not about to turn back. He had to hope for the best. If he was not instantly gunned down upon entrance, he would do what he could to survive. He paused for only a second, knowing that he was quite possibly about to come face to face with Garrett Khan. He pushed his emotions, although they were almost overwhelming, deep down inside his mind. Strong emotions were the enemy in situations where only clear thoughts and training could make victory possible; as much as Monroe wanted to avenge those that Khan had killed, Genevieve especially, and pay Khan back for what had been done to Winter Willows, he could not act impulsively. He had to use the judgment he had developed over years of hard experience.


  He hit the door, twisting the handle as he shoved against it. It opened and he barreled inside, his eyes taking stock of the situation as quickly and thoroughly as possible. The room was small, about twelve feet deep. The walls were covered with television screens, now black with the cameras shut down. Control consoles sat beneath the monitors. Garrett Khan sat against the far wall, a pistol in his hand. He wore a tan suit, expensive, and a broad grin on his face. He was in a swivel chair. Another chair of the same style sat across the room from Khan, near the doorway where Monroe now stood expecting to be shot.


  “Richard,” Garrett Khan shouted out, aiming the gun at his visitor, “you look ridiculous. Don’t come any closer or I’ll kill you now.”


  Monroe, surprised Khan hadn’t shot him immediately, raised his hands. If Khan was hesitant or had some reason to wait, Monroe knew he had a chance to live, maybe even win.


  “Take off the silly mask, Richard.”


  “But I like the mask, Garrett,” Monroe said, deciding to play the game. If Khan wanted to talk instead of shoot, so be it. “It brings back memories.”


  “Of what, your school days? Were you good at that silly game you Americans love so much?” Khan asked.


  “Not particularly,” Monroe said, “but it reminds me of an old joke I heard as a boy.”


  “Take off the mask, I won’t ask again. And the padding, too. I don’t like you in armor. When you’ve dropped it, sit down in that chair and tell me this joke you remember so well.”


  Monroe, no choice left, took off the umpire’s mask, dropped it on the floor, followed by the protective pads, leaving just the Red Sox uniform. He sat, began to relate the joke he had mentioned to Khan. It was a stupid joke, he thought, but it had popped into his mind just then.


  “One day, the devil calls God on the phone that connects Heaven and Hell. ‘God,’ Satan says, ‘I want to make you an offer. I hereby challenge you to a baseball game. Heaven versus Hell, usual rules, standard equipment. What do you say?’ So God just laughs, roars, hoots and chuckles for the longest time and then he says, ‘Satan, you’ve got to be kidding me! Up here in Heaven, I’ve got all the greats of the game: Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig and Cy Young and Ted Williams and a dozen more at every position! Who do you have in Hell that could possibly compete against those legends?’ And then the devil starts to laugh too and he says, ‘That’s easy, you bloody old bastard, I’ve got all the umpires!’”


  “Not very funny, Richard,” Khan said. “Or maybe I’m just not in the mood. I have more exciting things planned. I know I could shoot you now and get it over with, but I want you to go out slowly after all the shit you’ve thrown in my face lately. Stand up and turn around!”


  Monroe did as he was told. Behind him, he could hear Khan getting to his feet.


  “If you try anything at all, I’ll kill you where you stand and then that poor injured woman in the batting room will die from shock. But if you do exactly as I say, I promise you I’ll see that she gets to a hospital when I’m done with you. I know you think I’m lying and it really doesn’t matter if I am. That’s the best you’re getting from me. Now out the door and turn to your right. We’re going for a walk. I’ll be far enough behind you that you can’t spin around and come at me, but close enough that I can’t miss if I pull this trigger. I’m a much better shot than Dr. Swift. I can’t believe I heard him fire twice and still you came for me. Start walking, Richard.”


  They traveled down the hall, Monroe walking at a steady pace with Khan maintaining a safe distance behind him. Monroe had finally gotten a good, close look at Khan, closer and clearer than on the interrogation video on the aircraft carrier or even at the restaurant in Paris. Khan was shorter than Monroe but thicker, more solidly muscled. Still, Monroe thought he could best Khan in a physical fight, considering his long experience. But that gun in Khan’s hand made that impossible to attempt.


  “Stop at the next door,” Khan said. Monroe took a dozen more steps and then halted in front of a recently varnished wooden door. “Medical Center” was stenciled three quarters of the way up.


  “Open the door and go inside, Richard. Stay to the center of the room away from the walls or equipment.”


  Monroe went in and stood in the middle of the room. His eyes moved from side to side, scanning, taking in details. The room was larger than he had expected.


  “You see how marvelously wealthy these professional sports people are today? A miniature hospital concealed within the stadium. They can do almost anything here: set a broken bone after taking x-rays, install stitches, run all sorts of tests. I suppose they could even deliver a baby here or transplant an organ if they were shut off from the outside world and had no choice. Quite impressive!”


  Monroe was impressed. He had to agree with Khan on that subject. He had not expected a ballpark infirmary to be so well equipped. There were several examining tables, radiological equipment, microscopes for blood testing, and treadmills and weights that were presumably for testing muscles to check for injuries.


  “Do you know what’s in the next room?” Khan asked. “They even have their own MRI device! Can you imagine how much a thing like that costs? And all because of a silly game with sticks and balls!”


  “Fascinating,” Monroe quipped, getting tired of Khan’s voice.


  “Now,” Khan continued, “I want you to go over to that examining table against the left wall, the one with the cabinet of drawers within reach of anyone sitting on that table.”


  Monroe did as he was told. He sat on the edge of the table looking across the room at Khan.


  “Good, we’re going to have some fun…or I am, at least. You’ll be in too much pain. In those drawers are all sorts of interesting medical instruments. You’re going to demonstrate their uses on your own body for my amusement. Your goal is to stay awake as long as you can. If you should grow too weak to continue to do as I tell you or you should faint or go into shock before I’m satisfied, I’ll shoot you. You won’t leave this room alive, but you don’t strike me as the sort who wants to die even a second before you must, so I think you’ll play along. In fact, let’s add this to my little promise from before: the longer you stay awake and alert to experience all that pain, the more likely I am to let Miss Willows live! Now let’s begin, and don’t even think about throwing anything at me. I’ll squeeze the trigger long before it hits me. Open the top drawer.”


  Monroe slid the drawer opened and wondered if he had slipped back in time to the Inquisition. The instruments of medicine, he knew, could serve double duty as implements of torture, and never before had he been so terrified by the sight of scalpels, needles, and other tools of the physician’s trade.


  “Take out that long sewing needle,” Khan said, apparently having memorized the contents of the drawer at some point before Monroe’s arrival. “Stick it into your left thigh.”


  Monroe obeyed. He plunged the long, thin needle into the flesh of his left leg and winced as it slid in. It hurt like hell but he would not cry out, not yet at least. He had an idea churning around in his mind now, a possible way out, but he would have to endure a considerable amount of self-inflicted pain before he could convincingly make it happen.


  “Now pull it out and repeat the motion on the other leg,” Khan said.


  Monroe’s face twisted in pain again as the needle came out. His expression contorted further on the second stab. He allowed a grunt to slip out of his mouth.


  “Enough with the needle,” Khan said. “Pull it out and throw it aside.”


  “Nnngh,” Monroe growled as he removed the long metal splinter and let it drop to the floor.


  “I think we should see some blood now,” Khan said. “Some red to go with your white and blue! Pick up the scalpel.”


  Monroe lifted the sharp surgical instrument from the drawer, held it like a pen.


  “You’re going to roll up your left sleeve,” Khan commanded, “and slice your forearm, just deep enough to really feel it. But no veins, yet. I don’t want you bleeding to death, at least not for a while.”


  Monroe decided to take his big chance now. What he intended to do would involve physical pain but would also rely on his being able to push his mind in a very specific direction to trigger an exact physical reaction. It had to be real.


  He lifted the scalpel to his left arm, slid it along the skin between his wrist and elbow, letting the edge dig into the flesh, drawing a thin crimson line, freeing the blood to run from the cut. The pain in his nerves was bad and his voice rose in a strained murmur. As he cut, he directed his mind to bring up images, things he wished he could have left buried behind the walls of memory.


  He forced the mental pictures he had saved on one very specific night in Paris to flood back to the surface of his mind. Genevieve was with him. A shot rang out. She crumbled to the ground, her blood, as red in his memory as his own was in that room in Fenway Park, spilling onto the steps of the Opera.


  The pain was unbearable, not in his arm, but in his heart. He saw her die all over again and it cut him to the core. He made the image stay, would not let it slip away from him no matter how badly he wanted to shut it off. All the pain and grief and shock rushed back and hit him like a truck plowing into his body at full speed. It literally made him sick.


  He dropped the scalpel, hunched forward clutching his stomach, and began to retch, coughing and straining, suddenly violently ill.


  “Richard, you disappoint me!” Garrett Khan’s voice babbled in the distance. “I thought you’d be able to take so much more! This is no fun at all. Game over!”


  Monroe’s eyes lifted just enough to see Khan’s feet stepping closer, closer. Khan was moving in to take the shot. Six feet away, then five, then four. The three foot mark was reached and Monroe moved. He drew himself up and threw his body at Khan, slamming into him, sending the gun flying from Khan’s hand.


  The two men fell in a tangled heap on the floor. Khan flung out his fist, connecting with Monroe’s jaw. He stood while Monroe was temporarily stunned. Monroe got up onto his knees, reached out for the gun, but Khan anticipated the move and kicked the pistol, sending it sliding across the room into the door that led to the MRI room. Monroe charged after it but Khan caught up to him, grabbed him by the back of the shirt, tried to keep him from grabbing the firearm.


  Monroe struggled to his feet, grabbed Khan’s collar with one hand and twisted the doorknob with the other. The door opened and Monroe shoved Khan into the next room. Inside was a table above which hung the huge Magnetic Resonance Imaging unit. Monroe ran at Khan, pushed him onto that table, and landed on top of him, holding him down. He wrapped one hand around Khan’s throat, squeezing hard. Khan fought back, trying to go for Monroe’s eyes. Monroe turned his head to avoid Khan’s nails. With his free hand, he reached out and made contact with the panel of controls for the MRI machine. He hit every switch at once, trying to cover all his bases. Overhead, a loud humming sound began.


  “Garrett,” Monroe grunted as they struggled, “you still have that implant in your brain, don’t you? I’d bet all the money I’ve ever seen that it’s got some metal in it.”


  As those words left Monroe’s lips, Garrett Khan began to scream as if all the pain in the universe had suddenly started to burn him from the inside out. He stopped trying to scratch Monroe, stopped trying to fight at all, and clutched his head with both hands, screaming like a banshee on the rack. He convulsed, he twitched, blood trickled from his nose, and there was a terrible popping sound as the huge magnet overhead sucked the small metallic chip out of Garrett Khan’s brain and straight out the back of his head, spraying the wall of the room with blood and bone and gray matter. After the pop, Khan did not move again.


  Monroe rolled off the table, got up, ran out of the room. He went back to the security center, limping and panting and groaning, nearly exhausted and with blood still seeping from the long, narrow wound on his forearm. In the room of television screens, he picked up the telephone he recalled seeing on his previous visit.


  Most people today, Monroe had observed, do not bother to memorize telephone numbers. With cell phone contact lists, people simply dial names now, not bothering with the digits. But to a man in the intelligence field, memorization is everything and can mean the difference between success and failure, life and death. It was easy for Monroe to recall the number he had used to call Mr. Nine before he had lost his phone to the water of Fenway’s indoor pool. Now he called that number on this phone.


  “Monroe, I’ve been trying to reach you,” Mr. Nine answered. “Status report, now!”


  “Khan is dead, sir,” Monroe rasped. “You can send in the damn FBI now…and the police…and everybody else. Five body bags should do it…and an ambulance with room for two. I have to go now, sir. I have a lady waiting for me.”


  Click.


  



  Chapter 19: What Time Remains


  



  



  Two weeks had passed and Monroe’s bruises had faded away. The wound on his arm was almost unnoticeable now and he predicted that not even a scar would remain after a month. He had spent most of his time since Fenway Park in his apartment, seeing nobody and only talking with Mr. Nine a handful of times.


  The press had been kept in the dark about the night in the stadium. Mr. Nine had made sure that no news of the deaths of Garrett Khan and his men had leaked out. As far as the rest of the world knew, nothing out of the ordinary had happened there at all.


  Winter Willows would spend several weeks in the hospital. Her shattered nose required reconstructive surgery, which was discreetly paid for by the United States government. The FBI visited her and she agreed, after some convincing and some comments that could have been construed as threats, to accept their offer of a new start with a new name in a place she had never been before and where no one knew her. Monroe was glad when Mr. Nine informed him of Winter’s decision.


  



  ***


  



  It was snowing lightly on the evening when Monroe decided he felt strong enough, in both the physical and emotional ways, to do something he had begun to feel more and more that he had to do. He made himself presentable first, taking a long, hot shower, shaving closely and thoroughly, and putting on his sharpest black suit. Then he stared at the walls of his apartment for a very long time, measuring and visualizing and estimating. Finally, he chose a spot. He took a hammer and pounded a nail into the wall. He dug a box out of the closet, one he had been avoiding since moving in. He took out his favorite photograph of Genevieve, a black and white image where her hair waved in the wind and her eyes twinkled and her entire expression reminded him of why he had fallen in love with her in the first place.


  He hung the picture on the selected spot on the wall and stood back to admire it. It seemed to Monroe that Genevieve, from wherever she had gone, smiled down at him by way of that photograph. In his mind he could almost hear her voice.


  “It’s all right, Rick. I’ve been avenged. Let me rest. Now go enjoy your life before you get too old to use the time you have left to you. And be careful out there, my love.”


  Monroe smiled back at her, and he turned away.


  



  ***


  



  He had just changed out of the suit and was about to sit down with a book for an hour before heading to bed when the doorbell rang. He glanced at the clock. It was just past nine and he was not expecting anybody. He wondered if it had anything to do with Mr. Nine; perhaps a new assignment. But he suspected his supervisor would give him another week at least to make sure he was fully recovered before sending him off on another job.


  He went to the door, opened it, and smiled in surprise when he found Angela MacIntyre standing there smiling back. “Well hello,” he said.


  She looked gorgeous, Monroe thought: dressed casually in jeans and a North Face jacket, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, minimal makeup, and, most noticeably, her arm no longer in a sling.


  “I’m sorry to just show up like this, Rick,” she said, “but somebody called me right after I left the rehab place and moved back into my apartment. They said they worked with you and they gave me your address, said you had a tough time since last time I saw you and that you could use a little company. Is it okay that I came here tonight?”


  “Of course it is,” Monroe said. He meant it. “Come in, Angela. How do you feel?”


  She walked in, hugged him, then stepped back and raised her hand in the air between them. “I feel fine.” She smiled, wiggling her fingers. “Most of the feeling is back and I can do almost everything with this arm again. So I’m mostly back to normal and looking for a new job.”


  “That’s great,” Monroe said. “Sit down and I’ll get you a drink.”


  



  ***


  



  Three drinks each and an hour of small talk later, Angela had migrated from a chair to the couch, where she now sat with her head on Monroe’s shoulder. Her sneakers were empty on the floor and her legs were tucked under her as Monroe’s arm covered her shoulders.


  “Nice place you have here,” Angela said.


  “Thanks,” Monroe replied. “Do you want to see the rest of it?”


  “We’ll get there eventually,” Angela said. “It’s the next logical step after this…”


  She turned to him and kissed him. He kissed back and after a minute of it carefully placed his hands under her body, one behind her back and one behind her knees, lifted her up and carried her in the direction of the bedroom.


  “Ready for that tour, Miss MacIntyre?”


  “As ready as I’ll ever be, Rick.”


  By the time Angela Macintyre was gently put down on the bed, she had demonstrated the extent of her recovery by nimbly unbuttoning her carrier’s pants in transit. Richard Monroe saw that as a sign that it was going to be a delightful evening.


  



  



  THE END
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