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Chapter 1

BUENOS AIRES

The thunderstorms began late that afternoon and continued on into the night, lashing the Argentine capital with six inches of rain that backed up the drains in the rich neighborhoods, and turned the streets to oozing mud in the slums.

Around nine thirty that evening, the fourth wave swept over Villa Miserie, the worst slum in the city, and drummed down on the steel roof of a small medical clinic. Inside, a missionary and physician named Sister Rachel Diego del Mar worked feverishly to save the life of a woman bleeding out after childbirth.

“Maria,” she called to the woman, who was moaning. “You need to stay with me now. Your beautiful baby boy needs you.”

The second Maria Vasquez walked into the clinic, the sixty-two-year-old physician had noticed the swelling around the pregnant woman’s eyes, cheeks, wrists, and ankles, and suspected she’d developed a life-threatening clotting disorder. The doctor’s suspicions were well founded. Tests revealed mom and baby were in mortal danger.

Sister Rachel had done a spinal block and performed a Cesarean section almost immediately, saving the baby. But ever since the baby’s birth, Maria had been hemorrhaging. It took all of Sister Rachel’s skills to stem the tide, but at a quarter to eleven she believed she’d done it. The young mother had lost a lot of blood, but her vital signs had stabilized. God willing she’d live to care for her baby boy.

The missionary hung her head, and thanked her lord and savior for guiding her. She’d been up for nearly nineteen hours, and felt woozy. Inez, the night nurse, sat in a rocker by Maria’s bed, the baby in her arms. Sister Rachel told the nurse that she was going to clean up and get some sleep, but to wake her if Maria’s condition changed for the worse.

“Yes, Sister,” Inez said. “You sleep all night. I’ll be right here.”

The idea of an entire night’s sleep was almost too much to hope for, the missionary thought. When she worked at the slum clinic, she rarely had more than four hours straight rest before some poor soul would turn up on her doorstep, sick or broken, and desperately needing her skills.

Sister Rachel was in no way bitter or self-pitying about her lot in life. Even after nearly thirty-two years as a member of the Sisters of Hope, the doctor believed she was doing God’s work, and she prayed she would do that work until the day she died.

After showering and changing into a fresh set of scrubs, she let down her long silver hair and tied it in a loose ponytail. Then she headed to her office at the rear of the clinic, wondering how life was at the orphanage she ran outside the city.

The burden of the clinic and the orphanage sometimes felt too much. She looked forward to setting the weight aside for a few hours at least. Shutting the office door behind her, she turned on the light switch and pivoted to see her cot was made up already, which made her smile.

What would she do without Inez?

Then Sister Rachel heard a floorboard creak, and twisted left. A big man with a goatee was already upon her. He wore a black stocking wool cap pulled down over his ears. There was a small camera mounted on a harness strapped to the cap. Before she could scream, he clamped a hand across her mouth and jabbed her in the neck with a syringe.

In seconds the room swam toward darkness.

But before she passed out, she heard him say, “Let’s see if you can save Robin Monarch this time around.”







Chapter 10

BUENOS AIRES

DECEMBER 23

Sister Rachel quietly shut the door to the girl’s dormitory at ten that night, knowing full well that the moment she shut the door at the bottom of the stairs, they would break curfew and start talking excitedly again among themselves. The same thing was going on in the boy’s dormitory on the other side of the lawn.

It was as it should be, she thought. Children, especially orphans, love the Christmas season. The anticipation. The excitement it presents. The candy and food. The story of a child who grows up to change the world.

Sister Rachel went first to the chapel where other members of her order were decorating for a Christmas celebration. Seeing that they had things well under control, she moved on toward the clinic.

It was a warm, humid evening, and in the distance she could hear music playing and people laughing and singing. And that was as it should be, too. Was there a greater reason for celebration? Not in her world. The birth of Christ and the story of his life were real and tangible, a guide and a powerful motivation for her life’s work.

Blessed be the poor, she thought as she reached the clinic. For they shall inherit the Earth.

Inside, the missionary doctor greeted the night nurse, who told her Robin Monarch was fast asleep, and his vitals were growing stronger.

“Go home, Luis,” Sister Rachel said. “I’ll stay with him.”

“Are you sure, Sister?” Luisa asked, brightening.

“Completely,” she said.

“Felice Navidad, Sister,” Luisa said, bowed, and rushed out the door.

Sister Rachel walked to the doorway to Monarch’s room. She walked in quietly, not wanting to wake him, and scanned the various machines monitoring and aiding his recovery. Luisa was right. His vitals were stronger.

The missionary doctor sat and studied Monarch, feeling conflicted. On the one hand, she loved Robin like a son. On the other, he was a constant source of worry, puzzlement, and uncertainty. It had been so right from the beginning.

Almost twenty years before, in the middle of the night, Claudio Fortunato had run into her clinic in the Villa Miserie, the worst slum in Buenos Aires. He brought her to el ano, a garbage dump where the poorest of the poor scavenged for survival. There she found young Robin Monarch sprawled in the mud.

He had been stabbed through the ribs and into his right lung, which had collapsed. She’d managed to save his life physically, but had found it much harder to reach him spiritually.

The process had taken months, but in Sister Rachel’s memories that Christmas Eve, the arc of time shrank into moments. She saw herself by his bedside in the old slum clinic, gesturing to the gang tattoo on young Robin’s inner right forearm after he’d grown strong enough to sit up.

“Is that what you plan to do when you’re well?” Sister Rachel asked. “Go back to your life with La Fraternidad de Ladrones? The Brotherhood of Thieves?”

Angered, Robin said, “I’ve got no other life. My parents were murdered. I lived on the trash heaps in the ano, Sister. I ate garbage, Sister. The brotherhood rescued me, Sister.”

“And the brotherhood almost killed you,” she said.

Robin said nothing, looked away.

“Who stabbed you?” Sister Rachel asked.

Robin looked over at her and shrugged. “Just some random guy.”

“You must think I’m stupid.”

He blinked, but then shook his head. “I don’t, Sister. You’re a great doctor. You saved my life.”

“Yes, I did, though I’m beginning to wonder why.”

That seemed to upend him. “Why? Didn’t you take like some kind of oath to help people or something?”

“You didn’t think I’d be able to piece it together from your wounds? The slashes high on your right arm, the cut across your left wrist? You were in a knife fight.”

“No,” Robin began.

“You’re lying to me,” Sister Rachel said. “Your whole life has been spent lying, hasn’t it? Lies, upon lies, one emptiness after the other. Lies are all you have to look forward to if you return to your old life, Robin. Sooner or later, the lies will disintegrate under the weight of truth—they always do—and you’ll be in some other hospital or prison bed, or dead with an empty soul to show to God.”

Sister Rachel fell silent for a long moment. “Or you can decide to end the lying and the deception and the thieving and the violence and become a better person, a stronger person, a person whose soul God would find worthy.”

Robin gaped at her as she got up from his bedside, and made to leave.

“My soul has already been emptied,” Robin called after her retreating figure. “God will already find me unworthy, Sister. It’s over for me.”

The missionary doctor turned, her face softening. “God never finds the living unworthy, Robin. God always gives us a chance to redeem ourselves.”

“What does that mean, redeem?”

Sister Rachel returned to his bedside. “It means that you take another path, a better one that helps make up for whatever it is you’ve done before.”

“I don’t understand.”

She thought for a moment. “Have you ever seen a balance beam scale?”

“You mean like fence’s have?”

Sister Rachel winced, but said, “Exactly. And now I want you to think of your life as a scale, and the weight of what you’ve done is far out there on that beam, pinning your life down.”

For several moments he stared off into space and then hung his head, tears welling in his eyes.

“You see it?” she asked.

Robin nodded as tears dripped down his cheeks.

“Good,” she said. “And now I want you to imagine yourself differently, acting differently, thinking differently, a young man with a purpose to his life, dedicated to the greater good. And I want you to believe that gradually, step by step, action by action, the weight on that beam will begin to shift and then come into balance, or better.”

“I don’t know what I’d do to deserve that,” Robin choked. “Balance.”

She took the boy’s left hand in hers, saying, “It doesn’t matter what you deserve at this moment. You just have to be willing to try to head down the right path. If you do, I promise you that God will show you the way.”

At one point during that long night, Monarch roused and saw Sister Rachel there sleeping in the chair by his bed. The sight of her keeping watch over him was enough to eliminate any anxiety on his part, and he’d fallen back into a deep, dreamless sleep.

When he awoke again it was broad daylight, and he was surprised to see that Sister Rachel had left and Gloria Barnett had taken her place in the chair.

“You’re an early bird,” he said.

“I just wanted to say Merry Christmas before I left,” Barnett said. “I promised my brother I’d make an appearance this year.”

“Have fun,” Monarch said, feeling the cobwebs clear. “That crazy aunt of yours going to be there?”

“I’ve been assured Aunt Lilly is banned from the time zone,” Barnett said.

Monarch reached over and pressed the bed control to raise him more upright. He still felt weak, but also cleaner somehow, as if the poisons had drained during the night.

“What exotic locale will I be calling after you leave your brother’s place?” he asked.

“I’m thinking Fiji,” Barnett said.

Barnett had a condo in Boston, but was rarely there; she preferred to spend her time off at luxury spas in lush tropical settings.

“Enjoy,” he said when she got up.

“As much as one can in Mobile, Alabama.”

“Drink heavily.”

Barnett laughed as she moved toward the door, said, “That’s a thought.”

When she’d gone, Monarch was left to the silence. He gingerly palpated the area around his wound, and was relieved to find that the pain had ebbed to a low throb. He was healing.

Sister Rachel came in then and fussed around him, checking his vitals.

“You’re getting stronger,” she said. “And no sign of infection now.”

“That’s good.”

“It is good,” she said, and then put her hand on his arm. “I have a present for you.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be tomorrow?”

“I tried to have them wait until then, but they insisted.”

“They?”

The missionary doctor lifted her head, called out, “You can come in now.”

Monarch was surprised when fifteen of the orphans came trooping into his room, and formed a semicircle around the foot of his bed. He recognized two of the kids right off, Juan and Antonio, boys he’d brought to Sister Rachel nearly two years before. Both of them had grown several inches and put on twenty pounds. They grinned at him.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Your Christmas concert, Senor Robin,” Juan said.

The orphans broke into “Feliz Navidad” and made Monarch beam with delight. Their version of “Silent Night” nearly broke his heart. And when they finished with “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” in Spanish he laughed so hard he thought he was going to bust a stitch.

“You like it, Robin?” Antonio asked as Monarch clapped.

He looked at Sister Rachel and then back at the children, said, “I think that may be the best Christmas present I’ve ever gotten.”







Chapter 11

TWELVE OAKS

NORTH OF NEW ORLEANS

Christmas Eve morning came cold and clear. A steady northerly breeze was blowing when seven mallard ducks set their wings and floated in through the canopy of the flooded oaks on the backside of Beau Arsenault’s sprawling plantation. The mogul crouched in the water against the base of a big tree, his black Labrador, Malthus, beside him shivering with anticipation.

“Take ’em now,” he growled.

Arsenault’s son-in-law and his eleven-year-old grandson raised their shotguns and fired. His son-in-law missed twice. The boy dropped one mallard drake and missed the second.

The billionaire threw his Benelli autoloader to his shoulder, thought about the goddamned thief who ripped him off for twenty million to give to fucking poor orphans, and imagined the man was each and every one of the other ducks. He blew three out of the sky with three shots. The birds plummeted, splashed out in the decoys.

“Malthus, fetch,” Arsenault said, satisfied. “Fetch ’em up.”

The dog exploded off the stand and swam toward the fallen birds.

“Nice shooting, Beau,” his son-in-law said.

“Nothing you couldn’t do with a little more practice, Peter. I’m thinking your boy there is a better shot than you.”

Peter was in his mid-thirties and shot his father-in-law a withering glance, muttered, “Always something.”

“We limit out, Big Beau?” asked his grandson, who was shivering.

“You cold, Little Beau?”

“My toes some,” the boy admitted.

“Yeah, you and I are done,” he said. “Your daddy’s still got three left.”

“I’ll wait,” his grandson said.

“Nonsense,” the mogul said. “I’ll take you in, and your daddy can come back in with Cecil and Hank. Get you some of Big Mama’s hot, spiced cider. That good with you, Peter?”

“I’m done,” his son-in-law said.

“Nonsense,” Arsenault said. “You finish up. Hear?”

Peter’s jaw set, as if he were going to argue, but the mogul beat him to the punch, saying, “I’ll leave you another box of fours in case you run out.”

He turned to end the discussion, glanced at the two African American men in hunting gear sitting in one of two green johnboats floating back there behind them forty yards. “Cecil, you call for Mr. Peter, here? When he’s limited out, you pull the set, make sure Malthus is dried and fed, and then you go looking for a place we can hunt day after tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Beau,” Cecil said.

“When you get back, you come up to the house, Miss Louisa’s got something for you and your families for Christmas.”

Both men smiled, and Cecil climbed out of the boat to help Arsenault and his grandson case their guns. Then the mogul hoisted Little Beau into the other johnboat, and climbed in after him. He pulled the anchor, started the outboard, and swung them away toward the slough bottom and the bayou. As he did, the bow crossed the image of his son-in-law glaring at him.

Arsenault nodded to him, thinking, It’ll do the little Jewish prick some good to understand he’s still just a pussy.

Peter Solomon was everything the billionaire didn’t like in a man. He was liberal, an academic, and the outdoors made him uncomfortable. Worse, his income was a joke. He made a little over sixty grand a year as a history professor at Northwestern, far from enough to support his oldest daughter and his oldest grandson in the style an Arsenault should expect.

But Sophia loved Peter, so the mogul had set up a trust that kicked them an extra three hundred K a year. Funny how feeding a man, clothing a man, putting a roof over a man’s head day after day, year after year makes him beholden, submissive, willing to stand in freezing cold water for hours on end if his benefactor says so.

Arsenault chuckled.

Then he thought about his interlude with Cassie Knox the afternoon before, how her cocoa buns had looked when he’d been behind her and—

“Big Beau?” his grandson yelled over the drone of the outboard. He was sitting up front, looking back. They’d reached the bayou’s main channel.

“What’s that?” Arsenault replied, turning them south.

“Santa coming tonight?”

“You know he is. Packing his sleigh right now.”

Little Beau looked concerned. “I can’t figure out how he lands that sleigh of his down south with no snow.”

Understanding he was now navigating tricky waters, Arsenault hesitated before saying, “Teflon runners. They’re nonskid. Land and slide on anything.”

“Oh,” his grandson said, before turning to face the front.

The mogul smiled as he rounded a bend in the bayou and saw the plantation home he and Louisa had built after Katrina destroyed the old one. Though barely two years old, Twelve Oaks looked like it had been put together in the mid-eighteen hundreds, with a long low veranda facing the water and upper balconies with iron railings that wrapped the entire second floor of the mansion. In the windows, Christmas lights and candles glowed. Louisa loved the holidays and spared no expense decorating. Ever.

He pulled up to the dock, threw the lines to Little Beau, and made sure his knots were sound. Then he carried the guns and walked with the boy up the slight grade to a smaller structure known as the “shooting house.”

“You keep practicing, Grandpa will take you down to Argentina next year,” Arsenault said. “See ducks by the thousands.”

“That true?” Little Beau said.

“Swear on my mama’s grave,” the mogul said.

“Dad come?”

Arsenault hesitated, but then thought of his son-in-law forced to be outside in a duck blind for six or seven days, and said, “Sure, he can come if he can get away from the classroom.”

They went into the shooting house and sat before lockers just off the main room that featured trophies Arsenault had taken over a lifetime of hunting around the world. He and his grandson stripped out of the heavy jackets and muddy waders, set them out for Cecil and Hank to scrub and dry, and put the guns in the rack for Cecil and Hank to clean and oil. They took hot showers and got dressed in dry clothes, and walked together across the lawn to the main house.

There was a small army of cooks working in the kitchen under the watchful eye of his wife who was drinking coffee with their daughter, Sophia.

“Mom, I limited out!” Little Beau cried.

Arsenault’s daughter smiled and threw her arms wide. Sophia had his wife’s dark, timeless beauty, the kind that could easily have attracted a man with much deeper pockets. But the mogul threw away that thought and said, “You’d a been proud of how the boy handled that gun, sight better than his daddy.”

His daughter held Little Beau, asked, “Where is Dad?”

“Still out in the timber,” her son said.

“Wanted to fill his limit,” Arsenault said. “Be back with Cecil and Hank.”

“You’re cruel, you know that, Dad?” Sophia said.

“What are you talking about?” the mogul said, suppressing a smile. “Peter only gets out once or twice a year.”

“Big Beau said I keep practicing he’ll take me to Argentina next year,” his grandson said. “Dad, too.”

“Oh, Dad’ll love that,” Sophia said, rolling her eyes.

Wanting to change the subject, Arsenault looked to his wife, said, “I think Little Beau’s got his heart set on some of your hot spiced cider, Big Mama.”

His wife looked to one of the cooks, who nodded.

“When’s everybody else getting in?” the mogul asked.

“Saunders called. He’s on his way from the airport,” Louisa said. “Everyone else is still flying, figuring to be here midafternoon or so.”

“I’ve got a few things to finish up in my office before then.”

His wife hardened. “It’s Christmas Eve, Ebenezer.”

“Just got to finish up a few things in the counting house,” he replied.

Arsenault started out of the kitchen, but stopped close to Louisa, leaned over, and said quietly, “Cecil and Hank are coming up for their Christmas bonus. You put a thousand in a card for each of them? Throw in a spiral ham?”

“That too much?” she asked.

“Those boys work hard,” he said. “Put us on a great hunt this morning.”

She shrugged. “Your money.”

“Yeah, it is,” he said. “Tell Saunders to come straight up to see me soon as he gets in?”

His wife nodded, but she was watching the cook set a piping mug before her grandson.

“There,” Louisa said. “Big Mama’s spiced cider. Just like you like it.”

Arsenault left the kitchen, wandered through the gorgeously decorated house, wondering how his wife had managed to pull it all off in such short order. Then again that woman was a force of nature.

He climbed the stairs to the second floor, went to his home office, and shut the door. Going to his computer, the mogul called up an e-mail account, and a file marked “Future Ideas.”

Arsenault believed that the smart man never rested on his laurels, and therefore never got fat and lazy. To that end, he had a slew of sources, some paid in cash, others in favors, who pushed the billionaire the most up-to-date information possible about every conceivable investment opportunity. He read through the file nearly every day, evaluating the latest private intelligence reports, the most recent secret corporate developments, and other insider tips he could use to improve his bottom line. Sadly, there weren’t many new e-mails in the file today, and all of them sounded like shitty deals to him.

He was closing down his computer when a knock came at the door. Billy Saunders, his security chief, came in, said, “Merry Christmas, Beau. You want your present now or in the morning?”

Arsenault grinned. “You got him?”

“That’s why I flew down. I wanted to talk to you about this face-to-face.”

Arsenault sobered, focused.

Saunders said, “I didn’t get much, but I know who he is. Or who he used to be anyway. Army Special Forces, then CIA for eight years, black ops, stealing state secrets, that kind of stuff. But he resigned and disappeared three years ago. His name is—”

“Robin Monarch,” the billionaire said in shock.

Saunders’s head retreated. “You know him?”

“I know of him,” Arsenault said, becoming angry with himself.

“How?”

The mogul didn’t tell his security man everything. That just wouldn’t do. There were certain actions he kept to himself, and would continue to keep secret. He gave Saunders the heavily edited version.

“As I understand it, Monarch rescued Agnes Lawton last year.”

Saunders was surprised to hear that. “I knew he stole the Iraqi battle plan before we invaded, but I didn’t know that he . . . wait, I thought SEAL Team Six got Lawton.”

“The SEALs were involved, but it was Monarch who tracked down the kidnappers and led the rescue,” Arsenault insisted. “President Sands paid him millions to do it. Agnes told me so herself. That’s not to leave this room by the way. It’s evidently a national security secret.”

“Of course not,” Saunders said, sounding offended. “I wouldn’t say a thing. But why would Monarch target you of all people? And how did he know about the vault, and the security, and the money?”

“You’re my fucking head of security,” Arsenault snapped. “You tell me.”

Still, those were all good questions, all very good questions, but many of the answers that came to Arsenault were not very good at all. His anger flared again. He’d suspected thirteen months ago that Monarch might be a problem, a threat. Thirteen months ago, he’d even thought to have the man eliminated.

But life had simply gotten in the way, and Arsenault hadn’t carried through on his instincts. Now he was paying for it. Monarch had targeted him, violated him, and ripped him off.

But why?

Twenty million dollars was a good enough reason, the mogul supposed.

But what if it was more than that? What if Monarch had been looking for evidence? That last thought stirred up Arsenault’s stomach worse than a crawfish boil. Had there been anything in the vault that would doom him? Other than the undeclared valuables there was nothing. He was sure of it. Would they send someone like Monarch in to look around at his hidden assets? He couldn’t see it.

But Robin Monarch had slipped into his house, drugged him, and stolen him blind. Not some other thief. The thief.

“Do you want me to find him, Beau?” Saunders asked.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t have much to go on. I didn’t actually see a file on him.”

For a few moments, Arsenault debated how much he could or should reveal to Saunders. A part of him wanted to say nothing more, but he felt he had no choice now.

“I’ve seen an edited file on him,” the mogul said at last.

Saunders looked surprised again. “How’s that?”

“Agnes showed me a redacted dossier on him. After she told me the details of her rescue, I became fascinated by the idea that a thief could have pulled off something like that. I expressed my interest and the secretary, an old and dear family friend, showed me the file on him.”

“What did it say?”

The billionaire rocked back in his chair, wanting to open a copy of the file on his computer to refresh his memory. But Saunders would see the file and that was unacceptable. Instead, he told his security chief what he remembered clearly.

Monarch was the son of an Argentine con artist mother and an American cat burglar father. When he was twelve or thirteen, his parents were murdered outside a movie theater in Buenos Aires after they’d swindled relatives of the Peron family. The boy escaped into the slums. To survive he became a member of a street gang. Monarch still carried the gang’s tattoo on his inner right forearm. FDL, La Fraternidad de Ladrones, the Brotherhood of Thieves.

Little was known about the years Monarch spent in the gang. But just before he turned nineteen he appeared out of nowhere in Miami, enlisted at an Army recruit station, excelled, went to Rangers, and onward and upward. Monarch ran a JSOC unit, an elite command of special forces operators from all branches of the U.S. military, before his criminal behavior during a classified mission got him a court-martial and put him in Leavenworth Penitentiary. It was supposed to be a fifteen-year sentence, but Monarch was offered his freedom less than a year later in return for stealing the Iraqi war plan.

The mogul knew very little about Monarch’s activities during his subsequent stint with the CIA. That part of the file had been heavily redacted.

“I do know he became disillusioned with the agency about three years ago, and went out on his own,” Arsenault said. “And he was the shadow man behind the Greenfields affair, which is what made President Sands look to him after Agnes was kidnapped.”

Saunders thought about that, said, “A dangerous, resourceful man.”

“Very much so,” Arsenault agreed. “Which is why I want you to find out everything you can about him, especially his weaknesses, any leverage we might use to get my money back, and destroy him.”

His security chief hesitated, said, “Or you could always just let it go.”

The mogul snorted. “Why? Because he’s accomplished? No, Billy, the way you deal with a man like Monarch is to learn him inside and out and then bring in people even more accomplished than he is.”

Sounding unconvinced, Saunders said, “You have a budget in mind?”

“Money is no object. There’s principle at stake.”

“Okay. Where do you want me to start first? The CIA?”

Arsenault thought about that before he said, “You’d have to be Houdini to get records out of there. But something had to have happened to Monarch that made him want to leave the life of an Argentine gangbanger for the U.S. Army. And Monarch told Cassie Knox that he was stealing from me to give to orphans. My instinct says these things are all linked.”

“I’ll book a ticket to Buenos Aires for the day after tomorrow.”

“Take the jet,” the mogul said. “Tonight.”







Chapter 12

MID-JANUARY . . .

Even Sister Rachel was surprised by how far Monarch had come in the three weeks since his arrival at the Hogar d’Espera. He’d walked on Christmas Day, and stopped feeling crushed by the stroll down the hallway two days later. Though the stitch in his side continued as a nagging reminder of the bullet wound, he’d felt better each day, taking longer and longer walks in the foothills surrounding the Refuge of Hope.

Carrying a walking stick and a knapsack with water, Monarch left the orphanage’s clinic around seven that morning, and went out into one of those glorious Argentina summer days. There was not a cloud in the sky. Within hours it would be blistering hot, but that early in the day there was still a cooling breeze blowing far inland off the ocean.

He intended to exit the rear of the compound, heading for a favorite trail. The voices of children stopped him. A dozen boys and girls were playing soccer on the new field. Monarch stood there awhile watching the kids stretching and doing drills, thinking once again how good it felt to give back to the place and to the person who’d saved him. All the difficult things he’d had to do in life, all the things for which he felt remorse, seemed neutralized, balanced out here.

“Are you looking at the good you’ve done, or waiting for me?” Sister Rachel asked.

The missionary doctor had come out wearing loose pants, running shoes, and a white long-sleeve jersey.

“Both,” he said.

“What way are we going?” she asked as they headed for the rear gate.

“El camino dificil,” he said.

She paused, said, “The Difficult Way? Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

“As sure as I was the first time I climbed it,” he replied.

They went out the gate, and walked a trail that cut across the side of the steep hillside for a mile or so before coming to a junction. The main trail continued on across the face of the foothills, and the other took a precipitous route toward rock bands, outcroppings, and cliffs high above them.

“How are you feeling?” Sister Rachel asked as he paused.

“No rocks on my back,” Monarch reminded her, and started his ascent.

The path was stony, friable, and climbed nearly straight up the face of the hill. Within fifty yards, he felt the stitch in his side grow, and sweat break out on his forehead. With every step he flashed on that first time up the Difficult Way.

“What good have you done today?” Sister Rachel had asked Robin as they started that first climb.

She’d brought Robin to the refuge from the slum clinic after he’d agreed to try to change his life. When he was physically able, she’d made him fill a knapsack full of rocks and forced him out on hikes, just the two of them, short at first, and then longer and more difficult.

Robin asked her repeatedly why it was necessary—the rocks, the weight—and she’d just given him the same answer: “Doctor’s orders.”

And now this question: “What good have you done today?”

Robin was not used to thinking in this manner. His parents had flaunted laws, and gone so far as to say that the rules did not apply to people who were crafty enough. He’d followed the eighteen rules of La Fraternidad de Ladrones up to a point. But he’d always been willing to bend the bylaws of the Brotherhood of Thieves to suit his purposes. He understood right and wrong, of course, but always managed to justify being on the wrong side of the law.

Sister Rachel’s question, though, it wasn’t a rule, and it wasn’t a law. But it definitely annoyed him. What good have you done today?

“I fixed the kids’ football,” Robin said grunting with effort. This was the steepest climb she’d taken him on yet. “That’s a good act, right? I patched the bladder and sewed the skin myself.”

“Now we’re heading in the right direction,” the missionary doctor said, puffing behind him. “How did you feel doing it?”

Robin thought about that, shrugged, said, “I was just helping them, I dunno, just doing something that they couldn’t.”

“Right, but how did it make you feel inside?”

Over the years he’d spent inside the street gang, Robin had rarely talked about his emotions. Being a member of la fraternidad was all about skill, strength, and street smarts. Claudio had taught him to hide his feelings deep, especially if they suggested weakness. Now, however, Sister Rachel seemed determined to open up everything he’d been taught to close off.

“I don’t know,” he said, frustrated at all these questions she asked.

“Did you watch the children play with the ball?”

He stopped, gasping, staring up the hill and wondering if he could make it to the top.

“Robin?”

“Yes, I watched them play,” he said, irritated.

“Close your eyes, then. See them playing, and tell me what you felt.”

Robin realized he’d felt good, real good, and when he reexperienced the feeling in his mind there on the steep hillside he started to smile.

“There,” Sister Rachel said. “That sensation. Do you know what it is?”

He opened his eyes and shook his head.

“It’s selflessness,” she replied. “It’s putting others before yourself. It’s time spent in service, not being served. Every time you do something like that you will feel that emotion, which is very close to the strongest emotion of all, which is love.”

“Okay?” Robin said, climbing on and feeling confused all over again. No one had ever spoken to him like this.

“I want you to keep track of when you have that feeling and why,” Sister Rachel said. “Every time it happens, I want you to write in your journal describing what you did to deserve it.”

“Oh, c’mon, Sister,” he groaned. “This isn’t part of the deal. I mean, I left la fraternidad, isn’t that enough? What’s the point of all this?”

She did not reply, and stayed silent the rest of the brutal climb. An hour and twenty minutes after they’d started, the trail climbed a staircase of stone, crossed a shelf of rock and joined another trail in a T.

There was a wooden bench there. It was autumn and there was enough of a breeze blowing that Sister Rachel had to push back strands of unruly hair when she sat and took in the view. Buenos Aires stretched out below them. Dusk was fast approaching and the first lights were coming on. Robin shrugged off the knapsack, dropped it in the grass.

“Why am I carrying the rocks?” he asked.

Not looking at him, Sister Rachel said, “The rocks represent your sins, Robin. God’s laws you have broken. The things you have stolen. All of it.”

With that shocking news, she got up, walked to the knapsack and opened it. She reached in, rooted around, and came up with a stone about the size of an egg. She leaned back and whipped the rock off into the gathering darkness.

“You earned that by helping with the soccer ball,” she said. “You will lighten your load with every good deed. Do you understand?”

Twenty years later, Monarch could still hear her voice ringing in his head when he finally reached that shelf of rock and sat on that very same bench, soaked to the skin, and feeling weaker than he’d anticipated. Sister Rachel sat beside him and he realized that she was getting older, less vigorous.

“What will happen to the refuge?” he asked. “I mean, when you’re gone?”

The missionary pivoted her head, looked at him in annoyance, said, “I’ll have you know I can climb the Difficult Way in half the time you just took.”

“I know,” Monarch said, feeling his heart rate finally slow. “I’m just thinking about the future. No matter what happens, your work needs to go on, right?”

She appraised him as if seeing him from a new perspective, said, “Yes. You’re right. I don’t like to think about it, but I should make my wishes known.”

“What about that land to the north of here?” he asked.

Sister Rachel cocked her head, sighed. “I asked what it would cost to buy it. The landowner said six million.”

“How big is it?”

“Nearly nineteen acres,” she said.

“Counter at five million, and tell him there will be no financing involved,” Monarch said. “Offer him a million dollars down payment. The remaining money will come in increments of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars four times a year for the next four years.”

“But where am I getting that money?”

“From this last mission,” Monarch said.

“And what did you do to earn the money?”

He lied, said, “It’s classified, but I will say that the man at the center of the mission deserved everything he got.”

Sister Rachel sat there several moments, her chin quivering before she hugged him and kissed him on the cheek, said, “You are a very good person, Robin Monarch.”

Monarch bowed his head slightly, felt embarrassed, but hugged her back, and said, “I had an excellent teacher.”

“Sister!” a boy called.

Monarch and the missionary doctor parted to see Juan running up the easier path.

“What’s happened?” Sister Rachel called.

He stopped, hands on his thighs, breathing hard, said, “Someone smashed the windows and broke into the offices at the Refuge last night. They need you to come quick. The police are on the way.”







Chapter 13

CHICAGO

FIVE DAYS LATER . . . 

Beau Arsenault tightened his tie and gazed in the mirror at Cassie Knox, who lay on her side, back turned under the sheets in the Ritz-Carlton suite.

The color of her skin still amazed him, like nutmeg, cocoa, and a hint of cayenne. But ever since their brief “discussion” two days before Christmas, there’d been little to no enthusiasm for the mogul’s chocolate fetish. Indeed, just now she’d lain there like a fallen soufflé while he pumped away, and grew angrier with her with each thrust.

This was the way he liked things, actually. In Arsenault’s perfect world, the “protégée” came to him for mentoring and financial support, and he feasted on her dark flesh. When the protégée stopped knowing her place, the relationship in all its aspects ended. The billionaire very much enjoyed the cycle of finding a young woman of color in need of a rung up, providing it, and then pulling it away when he was bored. He’d been doing it for years, and it never failed to satisfy.

Cassie Knox, he thought, was about to feel the long drop.

“Good-bye,” he said, and started toward the door.

“I’m on tour next week,” Knox called after him.

“I’d heard that,” he replied. “I’ll let you know.”

Arsenault did not wait for her response, left the suite, and strode toward the elevator with a renewed sense of anticipation. In the coming weeks, he’d witness the collapse of the once-promising young singer, and then grow excited as he cruised far and wide, looking for his next chocolate treat.

In the elevator, the billionaire checked his watch. It was just past five. He had time for a glass of bourbon before meeting Sophia, her dick of a husband, and Little Beau at the airport for a long weekend trip to the Telluride chalet. Though he looked forward to seeing his grandson, the thought of his son-in-law’s prattling on the flight set Arsenault on edge.

The elevator opened. He stepped out, headed toward the bar.

“Beau?”

The mogul looked to his right and saw a tanned Billy Saunders hurrying across the lobby toward him, a big smile on his face.

“I hope good came of nearly three weeks in sunny Argentina,” Arsenault said.

“A whole lot of good,” Saunders replied.

The billionaire looked over at the entrance to the bar, and rejected it out of hand.

“Tell me on the drive to the airport,” the billionaire said, and together they left the hotel, waited out front for the limousine to come around.

When they were rolling and the window between them and the chauffer had been raised, the security chief filled Arsenault in on everything he’d managed to discover.

“As you suspected,” Saunders said, “there was a connection between Monarch’s mysterious past and the orphans. Her name is Sister Rachel Diego del Mar. She’s a missionary and doctor in the slums down there. She evidently saved his life when he was a gangbanger, turned him around.”

The security chief explained about the clinic, and the orphanage in the foothills, both of which had become much larger in the past three years. He also described documents found in the orphanage office that detailed large anonymous gifts Sister Rachel had received in those same three years.

“You’re saying Monarch paid for it all by ripping off guys like me?” Arsenault asked, already fuming at the idea.

“Or saving the secretary of state,” Saunders said.

“Where is he?”

Handing the mogul an iPad, the security chief said, “At the orphanage recuperating from the bullet Louisa put in him. We got several pictures of him.”

“We?”

“Let’s just say Monarch has enemies.”

Arsenault got irritated. He believed in situations like this the fewer people involved the better. On the other hand, a man’s enemy was by nature his ally.

The mogul took the tablet, looked at some long-range shots of a big man climbing a steep hillside, with an older woman in tow. He swiped the screen with a finger, moving the pictures ahead, until there was a close-up of Monarch leaving the front gate of the orphanage with four or five kids, a soccer ball, and a broad smile on his face.

“That’s him,” the billionaire said. “That’s the guy who darted us.”

They were pulling into a private jet facility at Midway International on Chicago’s south side. His grandson was standing outside, waving wildly. Arsenault’s heart melted. God, he loved that boy.

“What do you want us to do?” Saunders asked. “From the looks of it, another couple of weeks or so and Monarch could be fully recovered. There’s a strong argument to be made of taking him out right there, while he’s in a weakened condition.”

Little Beau was coming up to the car now.

The mogul said, “The bonds?”

Saunders’s face fell. “Still don’t know. This Sister Rachel hasn’t gotten any of it yet, anyway.”

The door opened and Arsenault’s grandson cried, “Big Mama just called, said there’s a storm heading for Telluride. There’ll be fifteen inches by morning.”

“Powder day!” the billionaire cried, climbing from the limo into a raw January wind and picking up the boy to hug him. “We better get moving then.”

“Dad’s not coming,” Little Beau said when his grandfather had set him down. “His knee hurts.”

“That’s an awful shame,” Arsenault said, hiding his relief.

After he greeted his daughter and they boarded the Gulfstream, strapped in, and took off, he went to the small cabin office at the rear of the jet while Sophia, Saunders, and Little Beau ate takeout ribs. It had been a long day already, with a meeting with his Treasury futures traders in the bond pits at the Chicago Board of Trade, and another with the executives of a major grain distributor he was thinking of buying. But he opened his laptop and the file that held the investment tips, reports, and proposals that had accumulated over the course of the prior day.

Arsenault’s mind wandered briefly to the issue of Robin Monarch and the missing twenty million dollars, but then he summoned up his legendary discipline and forced himself to compartmentalize. Going through the file was not a trivial task. His father had taught him as a young man that it was easier to make money off other people’s developed ideas than it was to imagine and refine your own. It had made him a billionaire many, many times over, and he never forgot it.

The mogul brought laserlike intensity to each and every item in the file, gauging the likelihood of potential future profits with only a few minutes of study. Like a nurse performing triage, he was filtering, looking for the most intriguing, the most promising, the most visionary. In the first half hour, he read and discarded a proposal to invest in a hemp gin in Saskatchewan that claimed to turn the fiber of the marijuana stalk into a fabric tougher and softer than cotton.

While some men might have jumped at the idea, Arsenault dismissed it. To the mogul’s way of thinking you never wanted to extend the life of a product, not if you wanted to make any real money with it. Real money required products that were consumed, like oil, gas, food, and drugs; or products that had a limited lifetime, guaranteed obsolescence, like cell phones and computers. A shirt that wore like iron was nothing but a money loser in the long run.

The billionaire wanted investments where people’s needs were being met, but not so fully as to keep the customer coming back for more and often. Sadly, however, there was nothing like that in the next six proposals he considered and discarded.

At first glance, the eighth concept didn’t fit within his parameters either. But as Arsenault read, he found himself intrigued, and then curious.

The mogul checked the source twice. It was reputable enough. And the man who’d sent the tip along had been a moneymaker in the past. Arsenault reread the entire package again, realizing that there were aspects of it that were inconclusive. The raw data seemed intriguing, but the reasons behind the data were unknown. That was a problem in his opinion. Arsenault liked understanding the reason for innovation, whether it was the engineering or the discovery of— A light knock came at the cabin door.

“Grandpa’s still working, Little Beau,” the billionaire growled.

“It’s Billy.”

Arsenault hated getting interrupted almost as much as he hated multitasking. He’d run his life that way for more than thirty-five years, bringing intense focus to everything in his path, one at a time, making a decision about it, and then moving on.

But he took his eyes off the screen and said, “Come in.”

Saunders entered, shut the door, and said, “Have you decided what you want done with Monarch?”

The mogul was about to tell him he had not, when an odd thought dawned on him. He glanced at the screen again, feeling the inkling of possibility unfold into a course of profitable action as effortlessly as one of Louisa’s beloved honeysuckles budding and blooming on the vine.

“You know, Billy,” Arsenault said, feeling a wickedly pleasant sensation build in his gut and at the back of his head, a good sign if there ever was one. “I just might have found a way to kill a bird with two stones, and make a shitload of money doing it.”







Chapter 14

BUENOS AIRES

TEN NIGHTS LATER . . . 

El Cazador, the hunter, slipped from the car two full hours before first light. He padded down a familiar dirt road, and skirted a farmyard so as not to rouse the dogs that lived there. Beyond the farm, he took to the ditch and walked it to a culvert.

The hunter crawled through, and emerged on the other side of a ten-foot fence that surrounded a grove of almonds and olives higher up the hill. He moved steadily in the darkness and the shadows, thankful for the thin light of the waxing moon, and the rain that had fallen earlier, and now deadened his footsteps.

At the top of the rise, El Cazador looked to his right, downhill, and over a mud-brick wall into the compound. He moved diagonally until he found a spot in the roots of an ancient olive tree that suited his purposes. He dropped his knapsack, drank coffee from a thermos, and then settled in to wait for sunrise.

The hunter tried to be patient, tried to be calm. But after so many years, it was almost impossible to control his excitement and desire. He could feel them like energies swirling around him. At long last, he believed he was going to get his revenge.

Monarch woke up long before dawn, and couldn’t go back to sleep.

It wasn’t the pain in his right side. That all but disappeared a week before, shortly after he’d left Sister Rachel’s care for the relative freedom of Claudio’s apartment. No, it was the break-in at the offices of the Refuge of Hope that bothered him enough to keep him tossing and turning in Claudio’s guest room.

The Buenos Aires police had decided that one of the older orphans had probably done the deed. Monarch remained unconvinced. After the uniformed officers had gone through the scene and left, he’d done the same, but with a criminal’s eye for detail.

The window was broken with a piece of tree branch they’d found lying in the glass. Drawers had been opened. Files had been replaced haphazardly. But after the office staff had inspected them there seemed to be nothing amiss. Sister Rachel had checked the orphanage’s safe where she kept the operating cash, and found nothing gone.

Monarch could not determine whether the refuge’s computer security system had been breached, and again, the office staff said nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary as far as they could see.

So what had the intruder been after?

That question had nagged at him for the past two weeks. There was always a reason for a break-in. At Watergate, political operatives had been after political secrets. In most urban home invasions, drugs and drug addiction were behind the forced entry and theft. One of the older kids might have done it for a thrill, a statement of rebellion against the strict rules Sister Rachel enforced on the orphanage grounds. But this burglary didn’t feel like that. Rebellious teens break things, and everything looked intact. Maybe things had been copied?

Knowing he wasn’t going to get any rest, Monarch got up, put on clothes, and went out into the hall. He wasn’t surprised to see bright lights glowing at the other end. Shielding his eyes, he went into Claudio’s painting studio, which occupied the majority of the apartment’s living space. His oldest and dearest friend had headphones on, a pair of shorts, and flip-flops.

Naked from the waist up, Claudio faced one canvas painted yellow and another blue. The artist made whipping motions with paintbrushes that stuck out between the fingers of both hands. The paint spattered over the yellow canvas: greens, and purples, oranges, whites, and reds, all of it creating a riot of color that suggested to Monarch the sky and the wildflowers that bloomed in the spring above the Hogar de Espera.

Seeing his genius friend caught up in the creation of his art, and not wanting to destroy it, Monarch backed out, got shoes, and gathered a few items before slipping out. He got Claudio’s BMW motorcycle from the garage, and drove out into the night.

Though he saw no solid evidence he was being tailed, Monarch went on instinct and training. He performed several tight and quick changes of course, watching his back-trail, before heading back toward the refuge.

He pulled off the paved road a full mile beyond the orphanage, drove up a dirt two-track, and hid the bike behind some brush. Then he cut uphill and at an angle, pushing through scrub oak, operating by feel and the faint light the setting moon afforded.

Monarch wanted to be up high when the sun rose. He took the Difficult Way, ascending the steep, rocky face at a steady pace, still straining in the worst spots, but happy that his wind was definitely coming back. An hour after he left the motorcycle, the thief reached the bench. He eased down on it, happy for the sweat that made him shiver in the cool air and kept him wide awake.

The first light of dawn came soon enough.

The thief picked up the pack and kept a low profile as he scuttled forward to a position in the rocks where he’d soon be able to look down into the compound and the terrain and buildings all around it for a mile or more. Ever since the break-in, he’d been unable to shake the sense that the orphanage and the children were threatened, or being watched anyway.

He dug in the knapsack, and came up with a pair of Leica Geovid binoculars, his preferred long-range optic. Pressing the ten power glasses to his eyes, he started scanning the entire area, using a grid pattern to control the search.

In the gathering light, he picked up goats feeding on the land that Sister Rachel wanted to buy. Beyond the front gate, to the east, the road that came up from the city was sparsely traveled. A farm truck went by. A bus followed it. And then nothing.

Monarch swung the glasses toward a cluster of modest houses to the southwest, seeing a girl outside feeding chickens and a man chopping wood. Panning the glasses west, he peered into the few open spots in a grove of almond and olive trees that bordered the orphanage’s south wall.

Slowly, methodically, as the dawn glow strengthened he dissected the shadows between the trees, looked for a silhouette against the dirt. He’d almost given up, when he caught something moving. It could have been an animal, the back end of a cow, but in Monarch’s mind it registered as a man’s torso and shoulders.

The thief again dug in the pack and this time extracted a 20-40-by-60 Leica spotting scope and a carbon fiber tripod. He trained the scope at twenty power into the gap in the trees where he thought he’d seen movement. For almost fifteen minutes, there was nothing but the fluttering of doves coming off their roost. Then the sun rose above the ocean’s horizon and sent the first powerful beams of light across the city to the foothills.

The man moved a second time, showed his head.

There you are, Monarch thought. Now who are you?

Monarch dialed the knob, took the scope up to forty power. It took him a few slight adjustments before the picture in the lens cleared, and from three quarters of a mile away he saw the man turn his head, revealing a deformed left ear.

“What the fuck?” the thief muttered.

It had been nearly twenty years, but he knew the man in an instant. Monarch had thought him long dead. But there was no mistaking that ear. Something acidic churned in his gut.

He put the binoculars and scope away, threw the knapsack on his back, and got up in a crouch. He scuttled off angle to where he’d been perched, moving around the side of the hill where he couldn’t be seen or heard from the almond grove, and then made a scrambled descent that left him gulping wind in a brushy draw just above the orphanage.

He heard a car start, and drive away somewhere below him. He snuck forward, smelling wood smoke, and using the binoculars again to scan the almond grove, now less than two hundred yards away. Nothing moved. Nothing stood out.

Monarch risked being seen when he darted across a small meadow into the grove, but then slowed to a crawl when the terrain began to climb. He looked up at the cliff where he’d used the scope, performed rudimentary triangulations, and spotted the gnarled olive tree on the lip of the rise. But there was no one beneath it now.

Boot prints showed all around the tree. The thief circled the area until he cut the prints heading toward the road where he’d heard the car start. It had been more than twenty years since he’d seen the man. What the hell is he doing alive and here?

Before the thief could ponder this unexpected development further, he felt his cell buzz, alerting him to a text. It came from Gloria Barnett, said: “Call me. Possible work if you’re up to it.”

Monarch stood there in the grove, wondered whether he was in shape for work, then punched in the number. She answered on the third ring, said, “Switch to FaceTime.”

Monarch made the switch on his iPhone, saw Barnett sitting in a chaise lounge with a tropical beach out beyond her.

“How are you?” Barnett said. “Sister Rachel says you’re strong.”

“Reasonably,” Monarch said. “How’s Fiji?”

“It was nice, but I’ve moved on. New Caledonia.”

“You always were a trendsetter.”

She laughed. “I like to think so.”

“So what’s this possible work?”

“Remember Sami Rafiq?”

“How could I forget?”

“He contacted me out of the blue by e-mail two hours ago. Wanting to find you.”

“That’s funny, because the last two times I’ve seen him he said he never wanted to see or talk to me again.”

“Well, you did kind of fuck him over in Thailand last year,” Barnett said. “And in Algeria a couple of years before that.”

Sami Rafiq was a Lebanese expatriate who floated around the edges of the underworld, operating successful fabric stores while making a lucrative secret income as a first-class forger. Monarch flashed on his last memory of the man, standing in the pouring rain in southern Thailand, looking catatonic after surviving a firefight in a red-light district.

“Sami was well compensated for his troubles,” Monarch replied.

“He did say that.”

“You talked to him?”

“I did. He says to call him. Do it, and then call me back.”

Monarch agreed, hung up, and then called the number she texted him.

“Rafiq.”

“Sami? It’s Monarch.”

“Robin!” Rafiq cried. “So good to hear from you. I was hoping you’d call.”

“What’s the story? I was Rafiq enemy number one the last time I saw you.”

He cleared his throat, said, “Yes, well, the money was much appreciated.”

“You earned it,” Monarch said. “Gloria said something about a job.”

“A high-paying one, as I understand it.”

“What’s the target?”

“I don’t know. The men who approached me wouldn’t say.”

The Lebanese forger said an old and trusted client reached out to him on behalf of an unnamed third party.

“They were looking for a thief,” Sami said.

“To steal what?”

“I don’t know, but my client said these people have deep, deep pockets, like money is no object.”

Monarch thought about that, said, “Thanks, but no thanks, Sami. My targets have to be of a certain kind.”

Rafiq sounded disappointed. “Don’t you at least want to hear their story?”

“What’s in it for you if I do?”

“A handsome finder’s fee,” the forger admitted.

“How much?”

“That’s not your—”

“How much?”

Rafiq sighed. “One million five British pound sterling.”

Monarch ran the numbers in his head. That was over two million dollars.

“Hell of a finder’s fee,” the thief said.

“It is,” the forger agreed. “So the take’s got to be big, right? Especially if you’re executing a plan someone has already designed.”

Rafiq was right, and despite his misgivings, Monarch was intrigued.

“Who’s your client?”

“Please, I don’t use names. I’ve never used yours.”

“Fair enough,” Monarch said. “How do I get in touch with him?”

“You don’t,” the forger said. “I was told if you were interested, the third party would ask you to meet them face-to-face.”

“Where?”

“London.”

Monarch thought about that, said, “And they don’t know who I am?”

“They didn’t want to know. All they wanted was a competent thief. I think you more than fit the bill.”

“What did you tell them?”

“That you were ex–special forces, ex-CIA, and highly skilled. Did I lie?”

“Let me think about it.”

“See that’s the thing. There’s a deadline. If you’re interested, they need you to be in London tomorrow latest, and by the way, you’d be going there on their dime.”

Monarch considered the proposal, ran the numbers again. Based on a five percent finder’s fee, the take could be as high as thirty million dollars. Based on a fifty-fifty split, he could be looking at thirteen, fourteen million going Sister Rachel’s way.

Am I ready? He supposed that depended on the challenges of the job.

And what about the man he’d seen studying the orphanage in the morning light?

“I’m not promising anything,” Monarch said to the forger.

“Of course not,” Rafiq said. “You look at the deal, take it, or leave it.”

“I’ll need a first-class round-trip ticket, and a five-star hotel in London. Coordinate it with Barnett.”

“Pleasure doing business with you again,” the forger said, and hung up.

A bell began to peal.






Chapter 15

The bell hung from an ox yoke suspended on stone pillars by Sister Rachel’s residence, a small cottage beneath the pines. She rang the bell three times, calling the orphans to breakfast, and was surprised when, before any of them exited the dorms, Robin Monarch came through the front gate, carrying a heavy knapsack.

As he crossed the lawn toward her, something about his troubled expression caused the missionary doctor’s mind to fly back almost two decades. She saw her younger self in a heavy wool sweater, gloves, and hat following Robin up the Difficult Way on a winter day with a raw clipping wind in their faces.

By that point, six months had passed for Robin inside the Refuge of Hope, but she still was asking him that question, “What good have you done today?”

Robin told her about a chair he had repaired, and the wood he had chopped for the heat, and how he had worked with some of the younger kids on their reading.

“Very good,” she said. “Your load will be that much lighter going down.”

But when they reached the top, and he’d set down the pack, Robin didn’t seem to feel any better when she reached into the knapsack, took a large stone and threw it away.

She said, “Something’s troubling you.”

He hesitated. “This knapsack isn’t big enough for some rocks, Sister.”

Sister Rachel considered him a long moment in the slanting winter light before
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