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Author's Note
 
By design, the racist language used by Charlemagne’s targets in this book jars modern sensibilities. The author hopes the truthful depiction of an ugly worldview in a story otherwise meant to divert and entertain will alert those who do not hold such views to think again before forming alliances with those who do.
 

PROLOGUE
Montreal, October 1970
 
So kill him, Rusty Tobrin wanted to say. He paused to rearrange his words, to make them more palatable to ensure compliance.
"If the Canadian minister were to die under your care, shall we say, the authorities would be more willing to negotiate for the life of the British diplomat, would they not?"
He observed the young Mountie carefully, tracing the thought he had implanted as it developed behind his eyes. Their friendship—or what this agent thought was a friendship—was too new to risk by giving a direct order. Use suggestions only, Rusty’s revered teacher and mentor, Ignaty, had stressed, though he would never be so impertinent as to call him Ignaty out loud. The man was now more powerful than ever in the First Directorate.
Give his thoughts a path to follow without posting arrows on the trees, Ignaty had advised.
"There might be other ways to convince them the FLQ is serious, but…" Rusty left the rest of the sentence to be completed by Antoine’s own thoughts, shook his head slightly to indicate hopelessness, watched for the dawn of understanding in his eyes, and pulled an envelope out of his pocket at just the right time, taking care to activate the tiny camera in his tie pin by pressing the switch behind it as the young man gratefully accepted the payment he had come to depend upon.
It may have been this conversation or similar conversations by officers senior to him who controlled another agent among the more extreme inner members of the FLQ, or perhaps it was a natural progression in the logic of violent political action—no matter which—the minister died. The government reacted with predictable extremist measures, further demonstrating the decadent impotence of liberal democracy. Rusty liked to think he had a hand in it. Damage done: the Canadian military diverted to internal affairs, and NATO weakened. There couldn’t be a better outcome. He and his colleagues celebrated with quiet jubilation—and vodka.
After a few weeks, Antoine brought him more intelligence, setting the ambitious young Rusty on the path of what he hoped would be a brilliant career. He indulged in fantasies of sitting behind Ignaty Slavin’s desk in Moscow while still young enough to enjoy the perks that came with the job.
A turncoat among the FLQ was cooperating with the fascist authorities, Antoine told him. The authorities had custody of the traitor, having suspended habeas corpus, but that was no matter.
What to do? He surveyed the man—young, fit, greedy, ideologically ambiguous. Antoine had inside information, an accurate eye, and access to a police rifle.
And Rusty had Antoine.
 

ONE
 
Montreal 1999
Brother, 
You know I’m yer most committed and valuable agent of our angry God. I know yer his anointed. You said don’t be noticeable, stand down till you can give us our assignments. I’m the best fighter of all of us in this here cleansing work for the cause and a helluva lot more obedient than all the others, now that Sal’s dead. Nothing stops me doing what you say. You said we gotta help our Canadian brethren in their struggles for the white race, and you know I’m fully on board with that. I stand on my record.
That said, I’m reporting an incident. Minor, of course, but yer probably gonna hear about it. I aim to tell you the facts involved so’s to alert you about a small possible problem that’ll probably never come up, but you never know. Right?. You like us to report the truth, and you always take it into account before you react to a problem, even when nobody’s at fault. I get the need for order and discipline in the ranks. I always agree with your decisions, even when I’m the one that needs correcting, and even when a criminal from a degenerate race is the real cause of that there difficulty.
I was just walking, that’s all, heading for St. Catherine Street through a small park, maybe five hundred by three hundred yards a couple blocks west of it. There was some woods on one side and a big street on the other. Some benches was there, and some bushes. Nobody was around, but then I saw this guy, a coon so black he were almost blue, lollygagging on this here bench. He took up the whole seat so’s nobody else could sit there, and I knew, I just knew, no decent white person would want ever to sit there again after this. It enraged me.
I kicked him in the shin, told him to move his black ass. He didn’t have no business being there, I said. I pointed at a dumpster behind the bushes. Go hang out where you belong, I says.
Can you believe it? He starts jabbering away at me in that French lingo they use so much around here. It could’ve been Swahili or some such shit for all I know, except he has enough respect for a white man that I hear him say the word mon-sewer that the shopkeepers on Guy Street use all the time.
I kick him again cuz he ain’t moving. I scream pretty loud, trying to make him see he’s got no business there, when he stands up and starts hollering, too. He’s a big boy, and he raises a fist like in an uppercut and holds it under my nose, and then he’s got the nerve to look me in the eye, spouting his gibberish.
It were automatic, really, the fruit of all the great training the brotherhood give me. Anyway, I drew my weapon cuz I didn’t have no choice.
So I fire, and he falls down dead with his head in a flower bed and a hole in his chest spouting blood and making a mess of the flowers. I don’t know what kind. They was purple with white bits on the edges, but now the ones that ain’t crushed has red spatters all over them.
Our mission is way too important to let things like this mess it up, so I think for a minute, then scan around me. People is running up but still a block away. I wheel round to disappear the other way and run into this bitch out of nowhere. I could have taken care of her, too, but a couple guys was running down the sidewalk to the right, no more than fifty yards, and the ones behind me was gaining, so I dodged left, jumped the bushes, and lost myself in a patch of woods long enough to come out on a busy pathway at the other side, pretending like nothing happened.
I got a little notebook and a pen at a newsstand on the street and will drop this in the dead drop you told me to use in emergencies. I remember the signal, so I hope you get it. I ain’t got time to do any coding shit, but who’s gonna know, right? I’ll keep low for a day or two and watch the news before I try making contact again.
The bitch is about five-five, slim, not old, but not young, either. Her hair’s brown and tied back in a ponytail. Eyes are brown, too. I don’t think she’s entirely white. Probably some kind of mulatto with high cheekbones and funny eyes, like a chink. She were wearing a dark blue or maybe black tank top with a design around the bottom, pink and green and blue, and khaki shorts and maybe sandals. She’ll be easy to find, though, because of this here little dog she had on a leash. It were real small, but not like one of them tea-cup dogs. About ten pounds, maybe. Easy to spot, though. It’s brown and white with big, stand-up ears. One of them rat dogs. Barked like crazy.
I’m sure the other guy you got coming can find her and eliminate the problem. She ain’t young, maybe, but her face and body don’t agree with the coupla grey streaks in her hair, so there’s extra incentive if they need it.
Sincerely,
Smitty
 

TWO
 
"I never liked the girl," Misha said as he sat in the seat facing Rimas. "I suspected she was dirty."
Rimas tore his dark blue eyes from the clouds below to look at his mentor as their jet turned downwind on its approach to Montreal. Soon, he would see Jade. He drew in his long legs to keep from hogging the space and brushed back the dark hair on his forehead. What was Misha talking about? Was he hinting Jade might be dirty? Impossible. They knew everything about her, even the double date her friends dragged her into last week. That guy was lucky he had no chance to kiss her. Rimas did not trust himself to let him live if he had.
He thought he had learned enough German in school, but after two years of living and working with Misha, the man’s Austrian accent and occasional archaic word choices still mystified him. He needed clarification. It took only a puzzled look to get it.
Misha sighed as he re-fastened his seat belt and leaned back. His handsome face showed a light network of wrinkles competing with a few faded scars. "Not Jade, Rimas. Why must you think every mention of a woman refers to her? I told you the girl’s name was Gloria, and Vasily did not believe me. Were you listening? It was 1971."
"Vasily? Do you mean the man who bought the pretty carpet in the corridor at home?"
"Yes. Gloria was one of the first American girls he spoke to. He had difficulty talking with women, but she had an easy manner, and he was able to speak in sentences. They met in a café on the street where we had set up surveillance of our target. It was the Rue de Montagne."
"In America?"
Misha's patient stillness reminded Rimas to try a little thinking. Funny how the man had the same manner when dealing with both lethal threats and ordinary stupidity. 
Rimas nodded to show he understood. "In Montreal," he said. "But the girl was American?"
"She was. Vasily took every opportunity to meet American women even before that operation. It had become a new hobby of his. He wanted to collect them like figurines on a mantlepiece. They were always chipped or damaged or flawed in some way. Sometimes, the artist had been sloppy, making one too tall, another too slim."
Rimas remembered snippets of conversation heard here and there—no, not here, not operationally—at home, at Vasily’s Carpet, where he could mind his own business with benevolent disinterest. He turned his head and narrowed one eye at Misha.
"Vasily married an American, didn’t he? Just like you did."
Misha rolled his eyes, exasperated. "Yes. Just like me. The same American."
"Gloria?" Rimas never paid much attention to the relationships or personalities in Misha’s gigantic house, but he knew he had never heard that name mentioned before. Was she an ex? Would Misha have an ex? Alive? He knew there had been an earlier wife who had been killed by enemies—Michael’s mother. He was certain she was not called Gloria.
Misha covered his eyes with one hand and looked at him through the fingers.
"No. Alex," he hissed.
Rimas was still confused, though he recognized the name and could picture her presiding over the dining table, with soft brown curls and a dimpled smile—the only person with license to argue with Misha regularly. But further explanation would have to wait. His son, Michael, moved up the aisle, barking orders at the team as the jet began its final descent into Montreal.
"Rimas, haul that footlocker with the rifles up here now. I want everything ready to unload when we come to a stop on the ramp. Steve, wake up and give Sergei a hand."
The familiar chaos that always attended the beginning of an operation drove all questions about strange women in the past from Rimas’s mind. He stacked one locker atop another while Michael took the seat he vacated. Shouldering his heavy duffel bag, he held a grab bar next to the door and anticipated the coming reunion with his beloved Jade. It had been months. Through a window to the left, he watched the ground swell to meet them, amazed at the patchwork of colors, a geometry in shades of green.
Father and son faced each other across a cloud-filled window on the other side of the cabin. Rimas turned to look at them as the clouds interfered with his view. Michael’s hair was without grey and lighter than his father’s, and he wore it shorter. Misha’s royal blue eyes were striking, but his son’s gaze contained more ice.
"Papa, do you think we will need the Škorpions?" said Michael, referring to the machine pistols in another locker.
Misha turned from his examination of the yellow and green quilt below them as the view cleared. "You have done very well these two years. Your judgment is flawless. Trust it. I do."
"I cannot believe you quit the game, Papa. I worry. Vasily…"
"I have not quit. I am operationally retired. Vasily only pretended he was normal until normality killed him. I am enjoying retirement too much to let that happen. I assure you I am armed; I will defend myself and the team if necessary, but please, do not assign me a specific task in your operation. It is bad enough your stepmother has required me to do her bidding. I will not take orders from you as well."
Rimas pretended not to listen, gluing himself to the window and the swelling size of the trees below him.
Michael shifted forward in his seat and lowered his voice. The engine noise would keep ordinary conversation private, but Rimas stood at the door, not quite far enough away.
"What reason did Alex give you, Papa?"
"She insists I created the problem and am morally bound to solve it. But what you want to ask me is how she induced me to bother with this. I had no choice. She threatened to come with us. After what happened in Florida, I cannot allow it. I will not have her injured like that again."
Michael raised the brows above his blue eyes with an ironic half-smile. "Just forbid her."
Misha grimaced, perhaps searching for a way to explain the hold they all knew the woman had on his heart. He never confessed any weakness, least of all one that revealed an emotional attachment, and Rimas was sure he would not divulge it now. At least not without torture. Maybe not even then.
Glancing again at the looming earth beyond the window next to him, Misha formed an answer."Do you trust your wife’s medical judgment?"
"You know I do. I must. I know very little…"
Misha gave a slow nod. "Alex is not a surgeon, but she knows human character better than I do. She insists it must be done and I must do it."
Michael’s eyes widened. "Your judgment of people is flawless, Papa. How can Alex be better? And how will you separate the two of them?"
Separate who? Rimas risked looking at them as treetops sped by beyond the cement runway.
"How will you find the tangos the Americans hired you to eliminate?" Misha asked his son.
The aircraft touched down as father and son locked their eyes in silent consternation. They would figure it out, no doubt, and Rimas would do as he was told. And Jade…?
And Jade.
Rimas searched the tarmac for her as they taxied in.
 

THREE
 
Skosh pulled the Mercedes M-Class SUV forward onto the ramp and parked alongside the jet’s cargo bay. Jade pulled up to the stairs in front of him. She drove the S-Class sedan requested by Charlemagne, the team of deadly operatives they were there to meet.
He shuddered. He knew the sedan meant something he wasn’t going to like. The team had never requested two specific cars before. Even after Mack retired, his son, who used the game name Charlie, maintained the one-Mercedes tradition, though he opted for the more practical SUV. Skosh suspected one too many people were about to get off that airplane. He had an uncomfortable feeling Charlie’s father, Mack, would be that one. The man was a legend among babysitters like Skosh, earning his game name because of his facility with a knife.
Skosh hated being proved right as he watched the man climb down the steps. Mack still held a cane but didn’t use it on the stairs. He didn’t even hold the handrail. Skosh remembered the sight of that bloody hip as he had helped hoist him onto the gurney. He remembered the screaming fight with Charlie. He remembered losing it. It was a miracle of modern medicine and Charlie’s wife, the surgeon, that Mack could even stand on that leg, let alone take the stairs without holding on. Grudgingly, Skosh added the impossible standards of physical conditioning these guys maintained to his private 'miracle of' list.
At the bottom of the stairs, Mack handled the cane like a gentleman’s affectation rather than a mobility tool for a man with a dodgy hip.
"He’s coming to my passenger door." Jade’s voice on the radio sparked a fresh set of misgivings about this op. "What should I do?"
"Unlock the door."
Skosh wanted to add 'you silly girl.' He wanted to tease her and jest with her and call her names, little sweet names just between them, names only he would be allowed to say to her. He set aside the fleeting thought, ruthlessly tamped it down before it could become the usual lead weight in the depths of his psyche.
I can’t have her, he reminded himself as he unlocked the SUV doors and climbed out to open the tailgate for the team to stow their weapons in the back.
Steve Donovan had a few strands of early grey mixed at the temples. He wore his thick brown hair a bit too long, a belligerent reaction to his military past, a personal statement that he was entirely civilian now, despite a vocabulary rich in the use of acronyms and f-words. He shared these generously in conversation—if you could call it that—with his fellow delinquent, Sergei, whose sandy hair showed no signs of grey. Skosh felt a ping of jealousy. His temples had more little white strands against the black than he liked. He blamed the team and the nature of their work. Skosh and the delinquents (his pet name for them) were all of an age, clustered just under forty. Not old enough to be completely serious, but too old to be forgiven their screw-ups. Especially when those mistakes got somebody killed.
The younger Charlie, now the boss, never screwed up, particularly when his decisions meant death. That was why he was in charge.
Weapons lockers stacked in the back, car stuffed with specialists on a mission to save the world—well, maybe a corner of it—Skosh drove toward the highway with Charlie next to him and three more killers sitting behind. The dark blue eyes of the youngest, Rimas, had aged a century in the two years since he had entered the world of black operations.
Jade led the way, meaning her passenger, Mack, led the way. Skosh tried not to let it bother him when she made every turn to the safe houses without a flaw, including a couple of double-right turns to dry-clean their route.
Mack is instructing her—because he knows where the house is, knows the route to it. Skosh’s jaw tightened. The team knew every detail of his arrangements before he briefed them. Of course, they did. It was their superb grasp of detailed intelligence that allowed them to command big bucks when a government needed help with a delicate situation involving death. Besides money, their fees included information from everyone who hired them. They were a walking, seldom talking, often shooting team of operatives known as specialists.
And they had sent Skosh’s predecessor, Frank, ahead—to assist him, they said. As a trusted retainer on the team’s payroll, Frank would have told them all about the arrangements. The perfect situation: two houses in a worn-out residential neighborhood of short-term rentals that housed itinerant strangers intent upon their own business. Dream accommodation in an intelligence operation. And they were cheap.
Skosh worked for Uncle Sam, though the government would never admit it. His unofficial job title was babysitter, responsible for providing the support the team, known as Charlemagne, would need to accomplish what they had been hired to do. He technically didn’t need the assistance of Jade, his section’s librarian, but the team always requested her because, well, because Rimas. He ground his teeth at the thought.
 

FOUR
 
"We weren’t expecting you," said Jade. She negotiated the airfield and turned left by order of Mack, who pointed the way using his whole hand, not just a finger. A long-ago childhood stricture against finger-pointing came to mind. "It’s rude," her mother once told her. Of course, Mack would never do anything rude. The Austrian specialist might cut your throat but with faultless etiquette.
She glanced sideways, wondering if he would speak. So far, not. She tried another greeting.
"How have you been?"
More silence.
"How is Alex?" 
She wondered how she managed to remember the name of the man’s wife after seeing only a bare mention in a highly classified report encrypted on a caveated disk in a secure safe within her library vault. A woman she had never met and most likely never would meet. She found it difficult to imagine this guy in any domestic setting. Did he wear his gun to bed, she wondered? Did he use that knife to cut the tags off new clothes? Did he clean the blood off in the sink beforehand?
He spoke with a heavy accent. "Turn right. Do it now."
The tires squealed a bit despite the car’s superb handling. This was an anti-surveillance maneuver, Jade knew. She had been studying tradecraft at Skosh’s insistence. Skosh turned behind them. His move was less dramatic but every bit as hasty.
After a few more precautions, they reached a straight street and Mack relaxed.
"You have cut your hair," he said.
"Yes." A simple enough acknowledgment of the obvious, but Jade could not help a minor whine to go with it. "I got tired of trying to take care of it when Charlie made Skosh bring me along every time he hired you guys. The last place was a hell hole. There wasn’t even a toilet—just a bucket behind a shed. I fail to see why you need a librarian in such places. I deal in electronic information. I cannot produce it where there is no electricity."
She tried glaring at him, taking in the expensive suit and silk tie, the blond and grey hair and very blue eyes staring back frankly with an amused half-smile.
"A remarkable progression from two years ago, Jade. Are you telling me you no longer believe it necessary to take a bath during an operation without a lock on the door?"
"There is no lock you guys can’t defeat."
"What does Rimas think of your haircut?"
He had kept her in the car when Rimas came down the steps. The sedan’s window tint would not reveal who was driving, let alone show her hairstyle. Rimas rode in the car behind, probably wondering where she was.
She answered Mack’s question with silence, glanced right, and saw him smile again.
As Jade turned into the street leading to their two safe houses, she said, "Why are you even here? I thought you retired for good." Silently, she added riddance.
"I am here on an ancillary matter. It will have no bearing on Charlie’s operation."
There was a note of uncertainty in that last bit and then a meaningful pause, so Jade filled it with what she knew was the team’s mantra: "I know, I know, if you live."
"No, Jade, if we live. I include you."
She suppressed a shiver and signaled to turn at the next street to deposit Mack at the team’s safe house, but he waved her forward, indicating the narrow driveway at the side of a duplex Skosh and his old boss Frank had rented for themselves. 
"That one’s our house," she said. "For the babysitters."
Explanation unnecessary, she knew. The team made a point of both requiring and then cooperating on having their quarters separate from their handlers ever since she and Rimas had become an item two years ago. Awkward in the extreme, but better than occupying close quarters with that lot.
Jade stared ahead as the car came to a stop, remembering how this guy used language. "Why we? Are you saying I’m also in danger this time? I mean, more than usual?"
She expected his customary half-smiling silence, but as he opened his door, he said, "No. You must know your peril by now." The man knew how to make her shiver.
The two back-to-back safe houses shared a chainlink fence running through roughly mown scrub grass to a high brick wall along a street on one side and a lower wooden fence at the mid-point of the babysitters’ building. They would stay in one half of a duplex, sharing a wall with an older man in the process of moving out. Skosh had arranged to pick up that lease as soon as the house was officially vacant. He would leave it empty as a buffer for additional security. The team’s house faced a parallel street. Larger and more private, it included a garage with access directly into the house, handy for obscuring the comings and goings of a team of men in peak condition. Not that anyone in this hardscrabble environment would have time to notice. Invisibility was universally prized.
Rimas skirted the garage along the brick wall and smiled at Jade over the chain link as she locked the sedan. A hopeful smile, she thought with a sigh. He was sweet, kind, an excellent lover, and a journeyman assassin. She was stuck in a situation but, sadly, not stuck on him.
Skosh came around the same side of that house and told Rimas Charlie wanted him before climbing the fence to meet her at the back door. She stood, hand on the knob, leaning her forehead into the paneled wood. Why did Mack say we?
Mack stepped up and joined Skosh in looming over her. She was aware of the patience they practiced as they waited for her to gather her wits about her. She dealt with the jumble of emotions she held for each of them. Mingled fear, awe, and appreciation for Mack, the team’s founder. Total, hopeless longing for Skosh, their babysitter. Why was Mack here? Because there weren’t enough fucking complications in this situation. She caught herself thinking like Skosh. If she wasn’t careful, she would soon be using the f-word out loud and just as creatively. The word already inhabited her interior thoughts, at least whenever they came out on an op with Charlemagne. She led the way into the kitchen.
"What the fuck are you doing, Frank?" Skosh stood red-faced inside the kitchen door, staring at a woman’s tank top draped over a kitchen chair. It was not Jade’s—she avoided pink, even in a narrow stripe around the hem. Frank sat at the table, his naturally tonsured head ruffled at the edges of the white hair circling a bald dome. Round, bulging eyes looked to the ceiling with exaggerated patience.
"Language, my boy, language. I told you about her. She’s our link to them. They’re looking for her. I’ll explain it to Charlie if you don’t want to."
"She?" Mack draped a suit bag over another chair next to the kitchen table.
Frank nodded. "A woman. A witness. Don’t worry, there’s room. This is a three-bedroom house. She and Jade can share, and so can Skosh and I. We’ll show you where you’ll bunk after Skosh detach… diseng… removes himself from
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