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For Victor D, who first taught me about thieves


‘How multifarious the Rogue is! Cobbler, Archer,
Scarecrow – all these and a liar besides!’

– Scott Lynch-Giddings


Part I


1

TWO A.M.
ISTANBUL

ROBIN MONARCH LEANED OVER the balcony railing, peering out into the darkness toward the Bosporus Strait that separates the Black Sea from the Sea of Marmara. The smell of the strait came to him on the east wind, saline and brackish in the heat that gripped the city.

Monarch wiped a sleeve against his brow, closed his eyes, and breathed deep and slow, trying to clear his thoughts. He took another deep breath and fell into a clean place. Stubble-bearded, with short dark hair and a dusky tone to his skin, Monarch was smoothly handsome. He was six-foot-two, muscled, and a bit more than two hundred pounds. Hunched over the railing, eyes closed, breathing slow in deep meditation, Monarch gave off the impression of a panther dozing.

Gloria Barnett walked through the French doors behind him. ‘Robin,’ Barnett said softly. ‘Slattery says it’s time.’

Monarch roused and turned to look at Barnett, a gingerhaired crane of a woman in her thirties. She wore a white shirt and jeans and was barefoot. A pair of reading glasses hung on a chain around her neck.

‘Why’s he here, Gloria?’ Monarch asked. ‘Why the secrecy?’

She shrugged. ‘Slattery’s a big enough dog – it’s gotta be a big enough hydrant that he wants to pee good and hard on it.’

‘Anyone tell you you’re the best?’

Barnett smiled. ‘Only you, Robin.’

He bent over and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Watch our backs,’ he said.

‘Always,’ Barnett said.

Monarch went by her through the bedroom, out into the living area of the luxury suite. He took in the suite and its inhabitants in a sweeping glance. The coffee table was strewn with the remnants of room service. John Tatupu, a Samoan-American, was working his massive arms into the sleeves of a dark blue work coverall. A former linebacker at Ohio State, Tatupu sported wavy mahogany hair gathered in a ponytail, virtually no neck, and a tightly cropped King Tut beard.

Chanel Chávez sat on the sofa opposite the Samoan, dressed in a dark skirt and blouse with a black scarf over her short dark hair. She was dismantling a rifle and putting the pieces in foam compartments inside a suitcase.

Abbott Fowler was eating the last of a sandwich at the room’s only table while studying an aerial photograph. Like Tatupu, Fowler wore a dark blue coverall. He was in his early thirties, shorter than the Samoan, and more slope-shouldered, with a meld of features that, similar to Monarch’s own, made him look like he could be from any number of racial backgrounds.

‘You sure this is the latest we got, Yin?’ Fowler asked.

‘It’s the latest,’ insisted Ellen Yin, a petite Asian-American woman with a perpetually intense air about her. ‘Just before sundown.’

‘Put it on the wall.’

The voice came from the hallway on the other side of the suite. Jack Slattery rounded the corner, his eyes darting around the room before fixing on Monarch, who watched him, calm but alert. Monarch did not like Slattery much. The man was a manipulator and opportunist, traits that had helped him in his climb to his current position of power. According to agency scuttlebutt, Slattery had also been helped by connections. He was a college classmate of Congressman Frank Baron, a senior member of the House Intelligence Committee. Still, according to the rules that Monarch lived by, working with a man did not have to involve liking him or envying him, especially if that man was your boss and your boss was the CIA’s chief of covert operations.

A projector attached to one of Yin’s computers threw the satellite photograph of three large buildings on the wall. Monarch glanced at it and said, ‘You going to give us what’s inside, Jack? Or are you going to send us in blind?’

Slattery was a lean white man in his early forties, with salt-and-pepper hair; dull, pewter eyes; and an acne-scarred face that revealed nothing. At last he said, ‘You’re after the secret archives of Al-Qaeda. Copies of every document that organization has generated since its inception, accounting records, personnel files, histories, plans, safe houses. Everything.’

Chávez whistled in appreciation.

A gold mine, Monarch thought. He was beginning to understand why Slattery was here to personally oversee the mission. He asked, ‘Where’s the intel coming from?’

‘Highly reliable Turkish police sources,’ Slattery replied curtly, walking to the suite wall and tapping on the middle of the three buildings. ‘They say the archive is listed as Green Fields in the computers in the office of an engineering firm owned by a Turkish national named Abdullah Nassara.’

Slattery explained that Abdullah Nassara was the president of Nassara Engineering Ltd., and an inventor with several patents. Nassara held doctorates in both electrical engineering and astrophysics from MIT. Before founding his company, he had worked for CERN, the nuclear science research center in Geneva. He posed as a moderate Muslim and a firm supporter of secular rule in the Turkish state. But Slattery’s sources believed Nassara had a secret and deep hatred of the West nurtured during his years in the United States and Switzerland. His company had become a front for an information repository crucial to Al-Qaeda’s international operations.

‘Why not just have the Turks arrest Nassara and seize the files?’ Monarch asked.

‘Because we don’t want Al-Qaeda to know what we know,’ Slattery said with more than a hint of condescension. ‘And in any case, you’re not here to make strategic decisions, Monarch. You’re here to see them carried out.’

‘True enough,’ Monarch said.

‘Then get to it,’ Slattery said, tapping his watch.

An hour later, in the dry hills above the east shore of the Bosporus, Monarch slipped from a Renault sedan driven by Abbott Fowler. John Tatupu followed Monarch, carrying a mason’s bag. Monarch wore a black baggy shirt over his shoulder holster and pistol, and carried a black fanny pack around his waist. As Fowler drove away, Monarch and Tatupu scanned the empty street, and then vaulted a brick retaining wall that held back a steep bank tangled in vine and brush.

Monarch had excellent night vision and led the way uphill through the thicket into a stand of aromatic cedar that choked a ravine he followed in a low athletic crouch, his felt-soled shoes as quiet and as carefully placed as the pads of a hunting cat.

Rule Number Four, Monarch thought. No sudden moves. They attract attention. Sudden moves say you are afraid and unaware, listening to that voice in your head instead of paying attention to what’s around you, which can get you killed, man. No sudden moves.

Monarch came to the edge of the canyon and peered through a high chain-link fence across a short lawn to an empty parking lot behind three factory buildings. Tatupu eased up beside him. Monarch slid on a black face mask, instantly overheating. He felt on edge, which was not normal. But he’d had no hand in the plan. His team was brought in to execute a mission Slattery had scouted and designed.

‘Looks straightforward, soft target,’ Tatupu murmured to Monarch. ‘Cameras, a single guard on duty at a front desk. No problem.’

‘On paper,’ Monarch whispered. ‘But if this is a terrorist archive, where are the armed guards? The dogs? No razor wire on top of the fence?’

The Samoan shrugged his great shoulders. ‘Sometimes the best security is just lying low. It looks like what it’s supposed to be: an engineering firm.’

Before he could reply, Chanel Chávez’s voice came over the Bluetooth communication bud in Monarch’s ear. ‘Settled in. Wide-angle view. Ready to rock.’

Monarch had a microphone taped to his neck. He turned it on and said softly, ‘Roger that. We are ready, Base.’

If Jack Slattery had been a professional poker player, he would have been a card counter, a statistics and odds man. The CIA covert ops chief was forever gaming in his head, playing out scenarios and ranking them in terms of their likelihood. Gaming was Slattery’s gift and his task as he paced behind Gloria Barnett and Ellen Yin, listening in on the headset he wore.

Barnett and Yin were working side by side in the hotel suite, watching the computer screens showing various video feeds from the tiny fiber-optic cameras worn by operatives in the field. Monarch’s and Tatupu’s cameras showed different angles on the west side of the Nassara Engineering Building. Chávez’s camera faced the building from the northeast, and from the vantage of a cedar tree that abutted the industrial park. The barrel of her rifle was visible in the bottom of the feed. Fowler’s camera showed the view through the windshield of a sedan as he slowed it to a stop outside the gated entry to the complex. In the corner of the screens, there was a small diagram of the Nassara Building with a moving red dot that showed Monarch’s position.

Nothing on these screens moved Slattery to shift his thinking. The scenarios he was gaming emanated from two thrilling and fearful thoughts that kept repeating in the covert ops chief’s mind: I’m taking the biggest risk of my life, here. What happens here seals my fate.

Slattery summoned cold reserve, flashed on the odds one more time, and then said, ‘Send him.’

Barnett nodded and said into her microphone, ‘Monarch, you are go.’

On a screen in front of Barnett, Slattery followed Monarch as the agency’s top field operator bumped knuckles with Tatupu and then started loping toward the fence.

* * *

Monarch leaped up onto the fence and snagged his gloved hands in the mesh. Tatupu had followed him and gone to his knees carrying a portable high-intensity laser light that he aimed through the fence at the lens of the camera above the loading dock doors. Monarch got over the top of the fence in seconds, dropped, and landed softly in a crouch.

His heart began to race. He reminded himself: Rule Number Three: Pay attention. There’s nothing else at these moments. You have no past. No future. Just attention. It’s the only thing that will keep you alive.

Time seemed to slow for Monarch. He crossed the parking lot, hugging the shadows, aware of everything around him: the sound of his feet, the humid spice in the air, the rustle of birds in the trees he passed, and the blinding beam of light Tatupu kept trained on the security camera’s lens. Monarch got up on the loading dock and moved past the locked roll-up doors to a stainless steel door in the corner. There was no knob, just an electronic key slot. He pulled a flat plastic card attached by a cable to his iPhone.

He stuck the card in the slot and murmured, ‘Can opener, Yin?’

‘We got an app for that,’ Yin purred in Monarch’s earpiece.

Monarch heard a soft whine in the door and then a sagging of mechanisms. He pushed the door open, slipped inside, and shut it behind him. He paused, still, letting his eyes adjust to the glowing red auxiliary bulb that softly lit the interior of the loading dock, seeing a forklift and tanks of welding fuel – acetylene and saturated oxygen.

Monarch had a photographic memory. He could see the blueprint of the building clearly in his mind. He eased through a second door into a hallway also lit in red light. He smelled oil and brazed metal in the air, and moved toward the odors to a set of locked metal double doors. Monarch fished out a small kit that held thin picks, worked two into the lock, played with them, sensing the teeth and teasing them open. He was inside in less than fifteen seconds.

Shutting the door behind him, Monarch looked over a laboratory and machine shop a football field long, replete with industrial lathes, grinders, shapers, benders, welders, acetylene tanks, and what appeared to be a small unlit blast furnace at this end and a simple glass cubicle office at the far other. Monarch moved by the mouth of the blast furnace, noting the bags of various ores, and smelting tools on the benches nearby that told him that Nassara Engineering, among other things, dabbled in experimental alloys.

He checked his watch – 3:15 A.M. According to Slattery’s intelligence, the security guard would not make rounds until at least four thirty.

‘Perimeter?’ Slattery said in his earbud.

As Monarch wove through the machines, he heard Tatupu, Fowler, and Chávez calling out, ‘Clear and quiet.’

Monarch came upon something strange near the center of the lab: a heavy metal tube about eight inches in diameter and ten feet long, which had been bent, shaped, and welded into a shape like a Q with the tail coming directly off the center. The tube was bolted into the cement floor. Beyond it was a second Q, only smaller, about six inches in diameter and half the length of the other. A third, smaller still, was bolted to the floor beyond the second one, close to the office door.

Monarch found the door locked, and picked it open. He slid an LED headlamp on, and hit the switch. There were two desks inside the office, one where Abdullah Nassara seemed to handle the affairs of his business, and another – more a table, really – that was covered with four large computer screens all tied to a server beside a stand-up safe. After digging in the fanny pack for a small broadcast modem, Monarch connected it to one of the server’s USB ports. He flicked on the device’s power and saw a green light.

‘Yin, run the Chomper,’ Monarch murmured.

‘Give me a second,’ Yin said.

The Chomper, as Ellen Yin liked to call it, was a mainframe computer network at the National Security Agency that employed the most sophisticated algorithmic cryptography software in the world. Once the device was attached to a computer, it could probe its hard drive and pick up digital ghosts that would lead to a password.

While the Chomper gnawed at Nassara Engineering’s security system, Monarch looked at a framed picture of a man he assumed was Abdullah Nassara, kind of a geekylooking guy, dressed in a business suit, his arms around wife and children on what looked like a graduation day. It was hard for Monarch to imagine Nassara as a terrorist sympathizer. Then again, what did they look like these days? He’d seen the—

The largest of the computer screens blinked and jumped to a desktop.

‘We’re in,’ Monarch said. ‘What was the password?’
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BACK IN THE HOTEL suite, Slattery was interested as well.

‘Al-Kindi,’ Yin said. ‘Ancient Islamic mathematician and one of the first cryptographers.’

‘Clever,’ Monarch said. ‘She’s all yours.’

‘On it,’ Yin said, typing on her keyboard. She hit ENTER.

When nothing happened, she tried again with no better luck. ‘It’s balking. A security wall I’m not breaching.’

Slattery felt acid in the back of his throat, but then Barnett said into her microphone, ‘We’re a no go from here, Robin. Try flash.’

‘Roger that,’ Monarch said.

On the screen, Slattery watched Monarch replace the wireless transmitter with a flash drive, then return to the keyboard and type instructions that would begin copying the files to the drive. He could not see what was on the computer screen in Nassara’s office because of glare.

‘No luck,’ Monarch said. ‘You want me to take the server?’

‘No,’ Slattery said emphatically. ‘We want them to continue business as usual while we get the files analyzed.’

‘Don’t know what to tell you, then, Jack.’

There was a pause before Slattery said, ‘Do a search for Green Fields.’

‘Arabic or English?’

‘Both.’

On-screen, Monarch typed on the keyboard.

Then John Tatupu’s voice came over the headsets: ‘We got company.’

Slattery’s attention shot to Tatupu’s video feed, seeing a late-model Mercedes station wagon roll to the front gate. A man leaned out the window to stick a card in a security reader.

‘Shit,’ Slattery said, feeling as if things were slipping away from him. ‘That’s Nassara two fucking hours early. Move, Monarch.’

On Monarch’s video feed, Slattery saw Monarch tap one of the screens in Nassara’s office and heard him say, ‘Green Fields. There’s a shitload of files here.’

‘Front gate’s opening,’ Gloria Barnett warned.

Slattery said, ‘Copy what you can in five minutes and get out, Monarch.’

‘Subject coming toward the parking lot,’ Chávez said.

Monarch said, ‘The files won’t export. I’m going to open one and try “Save As.” ’

Slattery yelled, ‘Don’t open them! Get out! We’ll try again later.’

‘Lost visual on subject,’ Chávez said. ‘He entered the underground garage.’

Monarch knew that the parking garage was quite a ways from the machine shop. He wanted to take home something from the foray, a taste of the Al-Qaeda archive at least. So rather than follow Slattery’s command to flee, he clicked the first file on the list: GREEN FIELDS -1.

A CAD-CAM file launched and filled the screen. Monarch was looking at a three-dimensional design that looked like the Q-shaped devices bolted to the floor. He clicked a hyperlink on the design. It broke open to reveal an intricate piece of technology. Notes in Arabic appeared on the side of the design page, and Monarch started to read them.

‘Monarch,’ came Slattery’s insistent voice in his ear. ‘I’m ordering you out.’

Monarch shut off his camera and microphone, effectively blinding and deafening Slattery, and then opened two more files on the list. They were documents that described the purpose of the device and its design; and Monarch grasped enough to understand what Nassara Engineering really did, and what Green Fields really was.

‘Monarch,’ Slattery said in his earpiece. ‘We’ve lost your visual. Talk to us.’

Monarch’s brain flooded with disillusion and disgust. He shut off his earbud and thumbed off his iPhone and beacon. Monarch had once seen his job as a noble calling, one done for national security and the greater good of the American people. Now, however, he saw it for what it was – or at least what it had apparently become. And right there, right then, Monarch decided his job no longer fit within the rules by which he lived.

Light burst on all around the machine shop.

Monarch turned off his headlamp and spun out of the chair and into a crouch. He spotted two men entering the machine shop through the same doors he’d used. Monarch recognized Abdullah Nassara in a white tunic shirt and black slacks. The engineer was carrying a metal briefcase that he cradled in his arms like a child. The man next to him was considerably younger, dressed in a khaki outfit that suggested a uniform and carrying a carbine rifle.

Monarch pulled down the face mask and drew his gun from the holster under his shirt. His weapon of choice was a Heckler & Koch USP .45-caliber pistol, which felt strangely obsolete at the moment.

When the two men passed behind one of the huge tool lathes, Monarch scuttled low out of the office, hoping to take cover behind one of the bigger grinders and then escape unnoticed. Monarch made it to cover just as they appeared about forty yards away.

He could hear them speaking in Arabic, which he understood. The younger man seemed interested in whatever Nassara had in the metal case, and was wondering if the safe in the office was the very best place to keep it.

Their footsteps came closer. Monarch glanced over his shoulder and started to ease backwards softly, his pistol up, braced with both hands. His toes led every step, feeling for the floor, rolling to the heel. He’d taken six slow movements back when the loose fabric of his pants caught on the jagged end of a metal tube jutting out from a stack of them. The jostle was enough. The tubes all came down in a clatter.

Even as he heard the younger man shouting for him to stop, Monarch spun and took off. He charged across an opening between two of the larger machines, catching sight of the younger man aiming the carbine at him from a position at ten o’clock to his own. Just before the first muzzle blast, Monarch dodged behind a shaping machine. The round smacked metal behind him.

‘Kill him!’ he heard Nassara yell.

Monarch scrambled toward the exit on the other side of the three Q-shaped devices, gun up, intentionally aiming at a high angle, shooting one of the shop lights. The bulbs exploded and rained glass. Monarch veered away from the blast furnace, shooting twice more at the ceiling before heaving himself, shoulder first, through the double doors even as the second muzzle blast ripped from the carbine. The round shattered the glass in the porthole window next to Monarch’s head before he fell to the floor in the outer hallway and the doors swung shut.

Back in the hotel suite, Slattery was outraged. Monarch had shut off communications and his beacon. They did not know his location.

‘Shots fired inside,’ Tatupu said over the headset. ‘Three of them.’

‘Make that five,’ Chanel Chávez said.

‘You want us in, Jack?’ the Samoan demanded.

Inside the factory building, on the hallway floor outside the machine shop, Monarch heard Nassara shouting something, and then an alarm went off. Monarch sprinted not back toward the loading dock, but down the long hallway toward the staircase that led to the garage. As he ran, he felt as if he might be shot at any moment. When the third shot came, Monarch flinched mightily, but then realized it was muffled, as if the blast had come from back inside the machine shop.

Monarch knew he could think of nothing but escape now. An alarm had been triggered. Police would be coming. Years of training impelled him to get away. He blew through the door at the top of the staircase and jumped down four risers at a time, hitting the landing, spinning, and leaping again.

Midjump, Monarch heard a fourth shot followed by a tremendous explosion that shook the building all around him.

Slattery saw the flash of the explosion on Tatupu’s video feed, a searing white clap that blew out windows followed by rolling balls of flame. The covert ops chief felt a raw, flaring pit open in his stomach.

‘For Christ’s sake, Jack!’ Barnett yelled. ‘Send Tats and Abbott!’

The covert ops chief glared at her. ‘We have no idea where Monarch is now. I have no idea where to send—’

Another explosion erupted deep inside the factory, sounding to Slattery like a giant gate slamming shut on a once bright future.

After the first detonation, Monarch landed by the door to the garage, shaken and off balance. He stood there, hunched over, trying to regain equilibrium when the second explosion went off, much bigger than the first, and then a third, as if the floor above him were being bombed in segments.

Monarch’s instincts took over and drove him through the door and out into the garage. Chunks of wood and plaster had fallen from the ceiling. Other sections were crumbling, and filled the place with billowing dust. Monarch went to his knees, fixed his face mask, and then scrambled forward on his belly. He could not risk exiting by the garage gate for fear of getting caught by the firemen and police who had to be coming.

So he groped toward the only other viable escape route.

A fourth explosion rocked the building. More cement fell and crumbled away. He had to keep his eyes closed to the dust as he crawled on. At last, Monarch’s gloved fingers found the holes of a metal grate. He stuffed his gun back in its holster and then, eyes still closed, got to his feet. He laced his fingers in the grating and pulled upward with every last ounce of strength.

The grate budged and then lifted. Monarch heaved it away, then groped around the lip of a drain well. He jumped in and fell six feet. As soon as he landed, he could feel the wind blowing at his thighs. It took several attempts at contorting his position until Monarch could get his head and shoulders into the horizontal drainpipe, and then he began to squirm and squiggle forward.

Rule Number One, he thought. You have the right to survive.

On the screens in the hotel suite, flames were leaping from the roof and licking out the shattered window casings of the Nassara Engineering Building. Slattery felt handcuffed by events completely beyond his control.

‘Sirens coming,’ Chávez said.

‘I’m going in,’ Tatupu grunted.

‘The hell you are, John!’ Slattery shouted into his microphone. ‘That place is full of chemicals that aren’t going to stop blowing anytime—’

Slattery caught a flash of movement on Tatupu’s video feed. One of the loading dock’s overhead doors splintered outward. A forklift shot off the dock and landed in the loading zone. Seconds later, a figure staggered out from the hole the forklift had made. He was coated in grime and dust and hunched over, one hand holding his stomach, the other a carbine rifle.

‘Is that him?’ Yin cried into her microphone. ‘Robin, do you read me?’

But then the figure stood up and started to hobble away. He was much younger and had darker features than Monarch. His clothes were tattered. He was bleeding from the forehead and from cuts about both shoulders. When he was seventy-five yards away from the loading dock, there was a tremendous flash and Tatupu’s feed died.

The acetylene and pressurized oxygen tanks in the loading dock exploded, sending a fluorescent orange fireball high into the sky. Monarch crouched and threw up his hands to shield his eyes from the light. He had just climbed out the other end of the pipe, and was down the bank in the brush about 150 yards west of Tatupu.

Monarch stood and stared at the flames as police cars raced by on the road below him, horns blaring and lights flashing. He was dazed and mystified by all that had happened in the last ten minutes, but dead sure of what he now had to do.

Monarch picked the bud out of his ear and threw it away into the brush. He tossed the iPhone after it. He walked away from the burning factory, feeling cored through and orphaned for the third time in his life.
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SIX DAYS LATER …
THE WILLARD HOTEL
WASHINGTON, D.C.

JACK SLATTERY LAY UNDER rumpled sheets, watching a statuesque redheaded woman get back into her lavender lace bra. Ordinarily, Slattery would have let his mind game on that gesture for as long as it lasted. But his brain whirled with various blends of anger oozing from one question: How did it all go so fucking wrong?

‘Jack?’ the woman said, shaking Slattery from his thoughts. She was looking over her shoulder at him, holding the waistband of a tight black skirt at the midline of her near perfect bum, her expression demure.

‘No round two tonight, Audrey,’ Slattery replied.

Audrey pouted, then shrugged and pulled her skirt to her waist and buttoned it, saying, ‘Should I not dress this way in the future?’

‘No, it’s great,’ Slattery said. ‘I’ve just got a lot on my mind.’

The redhead slid a black sleeveless sweater over her head, picked up the envelope on the dresser, and tucked it in her purse. She came to Slattery’s bedside, leaned over, and kissed him on the lips. ‘You’ll call me?’ Audrey asked.

‘How could I not?’ Slattery replied.

When Slattery heard the hotel door shut behind her, he told himself once again that Audrey and the others were good for him, fantasy games he could control and then leave behind so he could focus when it came to his real work.

But as the CIA’s covert ops chief got into the shower, the release and clarity he normally felt after Audrey simply was not there. He was tenser than ever, and finding it almost impossible to consider what had been lost when Nassara Engineering exploded and burned. The prize had been within his grasp, and then – poof – it was gone. He wondered if he would ever have a chance like that again, and felt saddened and anxious because he was exactly who he had been before the explosions: a powerful invisible man with a purposeful job. And yet, he was still no closer to fulfilling dreams he’d had as a boy, dreams he’d fondled like a security blanket for most of his life.

Slattery was dressing and trying not to turn bitter about his turn in fortune when his work cell phone rang. He picked it up, listened, stiffened, and then reddened.

‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

He listened again, before barking, ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Have everything on my desk.’


4

DAWN, THE NEXT DAY …
GRAVELLY POINT PARK
ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA

SITTING IN HIS CHEVY Tahoe, dressed in the same clothes from the day before, Slattery saw a familiar figure jogging in the predawn light along a paved path just west of Reagan National Airport. He climbed out of his vehicle and trotted across the grass to intercept the runner, who wore shorts and a sweatshirt, hood up.

‘Frank?’ Slattery called.

The runner startled and tugged back his hood. Congressman Frank Baron of Georgia, a ranking member of the House Intelligence Committee, was a photogenic white man with an extremely large head and normally affable face. But today he seemed displeased to see his old college chum.

‘This is my time, Jack,’ Baron said, going past him. ‘Only time I get to think.’

Slattery ran after him. ‘I’ve got news, Frank.’

The congressman did not slow. ‘It was all just a bad dream?’

‘No,’ Slattery said.

‘Then we’ve got nothing to talk about,’ Baron said. ‘Now, do we?’

‘Frank—’

Baron cut him off. ‘Do you know what you’ve done with this fuckup, Jack? You set us back twenty years at least. C.Y. can’t even talk about it. A complete fuckup.’

Slattery said, ‘Monarch’s not dead, Frank.’

That stopped Baron in his tracks, hands on his hips, chest heaving as he regarded Slattery with deep skepticism. ‘You said that place was blown to smithereens.’

‘It was,’ Slattery said. ‘But he apparently escaped.’

‘Apparently, or he’s been seen?’

‘Not seen,’ Slattery admitted. ‘At least not yet.’

‘What’s your evidence?’

Slattery told Baron how the Turkish press had revealed that the man who staggered out of the burning building was Ali Nassara, eldest son of the youngest brother of the late Abdullah Nassara. Istanbul police discovered the engineer’s nephew wandering the grounds shortly after the fire trucks arrived. He was bleeding and concussed.

Ali Nassara, twenty-seven and recently discharged from the Turkish Army, was working part-time as his uncle’s bodyguard because there had been a rash of kidnappings of wealthy Turks lately. And his uncle had taken to coming into work hours before anyone else to tinker with a secret project with which he’d become obsessed, but about which the nephew seemed to know little.

Ali Nassara said he and his uncle entered the building through the parking garage and took a shortcut to the machine shop. They turned on the lights, heard a clatter of noise, and then spotted a masked man carrying a pistol running through the shop. The nephew said the man shot at them, and he returned fire. The intruder shot again and mortally wounded Abdullah Nassara. His nephew fired a third time, missed, and then watched in horror as the intruder shot at two acetylene tanks as he went out the door.

The explosion hurled the nephew off his feet and set off a raging fire in the shop. He tried to get his uncle’s corpse out, but could not. He escaped the machine shop before the second and third eruptions. He made it to the loading dock, but the alarm system had locked down all doors. In desperation, he fired up the forklift and sent it crashing through one of the doors to make his escape before the entire place exploded into fire.

‘What about Monarch?’ Baron asked when Slattery finished.

Slattery replied, ‘Forensics teams combed the wreckage and found the charred remains of Abdullah Nassara and the security guard at the front desk. No other bodies.’

‘How’d Monarch get out?’

‘We think he used a storm drain out of the parking garage,’ Slattery said. ‘But to my mind, how is not as important as why.’

Baron thought about that. ‘Any theories?’

‘Three so far,’ Slattery said, and then explained his thinking.

Upon hearing the third scenario, the congressman lost color. He swallowed hard, looked away, and said, ‘That won’t do. Even the remote possibility of that won’t do.’

‘It’s why I came to you first, Frank,’ Slattery said.

Baron gazed at Slattery. ‘Shut this thing down, Jack. For all our good.’

It took twenty-six hours before Slattery was able to get an audience with Dr Willis Hopkins, a former professor of mathematics at Stanford and the current Director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Dr Hopkins, a rail-thin black man, had a superprocessor for a mind. He remembered everything, and he saw things differently, analyzed them differently from any other man Slattery had ever known. So Slattery made sure he was razor sharp in his version of events in Istanbul, placing emphasis on Ali Nassara’s contention that Monarch shot his uncle and then the gas tanks to cover his escape. He concluded with raising the possibility that Monarch had sympathy for the terrorists.

Hopkins listened without comment during Slattery’s presentation. When he quieted, the director pushed his glasses back up onto the bridge of his nose and said, ‘If he does have sympathies, why kill Nassara, a supposed terrorist? No, I’ve seen the raw mission feed, Jack. And it occurred to me that Monarch might have seen something in those files he did not like.’

Slattery’s head retreated slightly, surprised that the director had gone to the effort of watching the raw feeds of the mission. ‘Well, sir, I should think so,’ he replied. ‘I’d imagine there were many things in them most people would not like to see, beginning with me.’

Dr Hopkins leaned back, flipping a pencil between his fingers, considering Slattery. He asked, ‘Monarch ever show signs of instability before this fiasco?’

‘No, sir. He was our finest asset. It’s why I chose him to be point on this mission.’

‘What about his team? Did they see anything to indicate he was a sympathizer?’

‘They claim to be as bewildered as I am. But as a precaution, I’ve put them all on administrative leave or reduced duty pending investigation. Just as a precaution.’

‘Seems prudent,’ Hopkins said.

‘Yes, sir,’ Slattery said. ‘The question is what to do about Monarch.’

The director thought a moment. ‘I’d like to see him brought in for questioning.’

Slattery nodded. ‘I’ve put out a watch for him under his name and all his known aliases, but I’m also advising that he is to be considered armed, dangerous, and not to be approached by local police.’

‘Smart,’ Hopkins said, and then he paused before refocusing his penetrating gaze on Slattery. ‘Jack, how good was the intelligence regarding the archives?’

The covert ops chief bobbed his head sharply. ‘Excellent, sir. The source has been impeccable in the past. Turkish National Police.’

Hopkins watched him, blinking slowly, before saying, ‘Keep me posted.’

Slattery left the director’s office feeling like he’d just sprinted a mile. The fact that Hopkins had watched the feeds made him feel like people higher up the food chain were second-guessing his decisions. But now, after talking to Hopkins, he felt like he was back in control. With a little luck, he could make things almost right.

Slattery went downstairs and through the CIA’s main cafeteria, which he had always considered a bizarre place. There were hundreds of people, analysts, assets, and support staff, all eating side by side. Many knew each other by sight. Some were friends. Yet hardly any of them knew what the other did for a living, and never would. And that was how Slattery liked it. At some level, it made him invisible, mostly free to do as he wished, and that suited him more than anything in life.

Entering the long hallway that led to the agency’s operations command center, Slattery heard the slap of shoes against the marble floor. A deeply tanned woman in her forties, with an attractive face, but the unfortunate build of a bulldog, was running at him. Her name was Agatha Hayes. She’d recently joined Slattery’s team as an analyst and mission runner.

‘Don’t you wear your beeper?’ she demanded in a low breathless voice.

‘Not when I’m briefing the director, Agatha,’ Slattery replied.

‘We got him,’ Hayes said. ‘Monarch. He’s in Algiers.’

Slattery began to run toward the operations center. ‘You’re sure?’

‘Came in on a cargo boat from Istanbul under one of his known aliases.’
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FORTY HOURS LATER …
ALGIERS

FRENCH AND ARABIC RAP and reggae thudded from windows high over Monarch’s head as he entered the warren of alleys that climbed into the Casbah, the oldest part of the city, a maze on the steep hillside above the Great Mosque and the Place of Martyrs. The air drifting in the Casbah smelled of simmering garlic and lamb and tobacco and the sea. Fruit vendors called to him. So did fishmongers, and rug and curio dealers, and restaurant owners, who stood outside their empty establishments, spitting, and praying for relief from the merciless sun.

It was Monarch’s fourth day in Algiers, and the fifth day of the holy month of Ramadan, the fifth day of fasting from dawn until dusk. The hardship of the fast already showed in the faces and postures of the people he saw. He matched himself to their manner. He did not swallow his spit; and he acted on edge as he climbed deeper into the Casbah, heading toward a familiar address. It was also Friday, the day of giving, and Monarch went out of his way to put coins in the jars of the beggars who sat in the doorways, crippled or blind or half-crazed by the life Allah had given them.

In the fourteen days since leaving Istanbul, Monarch had let his beard grow. His skin was darker from long hours in the sun on the voyage he’d taken across the Mediterranean. And he’d made sure he wore clothes that let him fit in: gray slacks, black lace-up shoes, and a white cotton dress shirt he’d bought on the docks in Tripoli. To the casual observer, he could have been anybody from a merchant on break to a government fonctionnaire out for a midafternoon stroll.

Monarch thought most clearly when he was moving, especially when he walked long distances. During the six-day voyage from Istanbul to Benghazi and on through Tripoli and Tunis, he’d walked the decks of the ship from dawn until dusk. And he’d walked all over Algiers since his arrival, six to eight miles each day, considering his life, and feeling like it was out of balance, that he’d done too many things society would consider negative. And yet all that walking, all that thinking, and Monarch had moved no closer to understanding what he wished for his future other than this issue of balance.

He had the freedom to do whatever he wanted. He’d stashed enough money away over the years to live comfortably for the foreseeable future. While some people might have found those prospects inviting, Monarch felt as if he’d had too much freedom already. Twice before, extreme liberty had come to him like an earthquake cracking open the earth, leaving a fissure, sudden, fathomless, and dark. Each time he’d been cut off from his prior life, leaving him to figure out a way forward.

That’s how Monarch felt at some level as he climbed through the old city, cut off from his friends and support, alien and adrift and, he assumed, pursued. The boys at Langley must have figured out he was not dead by now. Someone would come searching, wanting to talk. Monarch decided that when it happened, he’d be honest; and he’d tell them he had no intention of going back inside the fold. As far as he was concerned, when the earth cracked open like this, it left you on one side or another.

Monarch’s thoughts broke when he noticed a group of seven teenage males coming down the narrow street at him. He caught the hunger in one of their eyes and recognized its flavor. They were a pack. They were hunting.

The urchins swarmed in around him, bumping him, and turning him as they passed. Monarch spun with them, keeping his pockets just ahead of their fingers, his own hands plucking a wallet from one and a wad of cash from another.

He held both up and glared at the boys. ‘Rule Number Six: Know your target,’ he said to them in Arabic, and then tossed the wallet and the cash back at the stunned pickpockets.

Several of them began to laugh and clap. One of the older ones, a boy with a gold tooth, asked, ‘Where you from? Where’d you learn to do that?’

‘Rule Number Thirteen: Keep your secrets secret,’ Monarch replied, and then turned and strolled away from them, happy that his skills had not dulled.

In his office in Langley, Virginia, Slattery felt a cheap prepaid cell phone ringing in his pocket. He got out the phone and answered. ‘Yes?’

‘We’ve located the cat you lost,’ a woman’s voice said in a mild French accent. ‘As you suspected, looks like he’s heading to Rafiq’s.’

Slattery nodded, pleased. ‘It’s where he would go in Algiers.’

‘And so he has,’ the woman said. And the line went dead.

Slattery left his office and climbed down a metal staircase into the agency’s operational command center, which featured three tiers of desks and a wall of video monitors. Agatha Hayes was sitting on the top tier, headset on.

‘Agatha,’ he said. ‘Give me Lynch’s feed, split upper left.’

Hayes typed on her keyboard, and the upper left quadrant of the screen jumped to show the view out the window of a car traveling past the Great Mosque of Algiers.

Slattery spoke into his headset: ‘Lynch.’

‘Right here,’ a hoarse male voice came back. ‘We’ve checked the manifests on the docks, but—’

Slattery cut him off. ‘I think I know where he might go. A fabric shop west of Boulevard de la Victoire, due south of you, up the hill, no more than three kilometers.’

He gave them an address, then said, ‘Get there and sit on it.’

‘On our way, boss,’ Lynch said.

‘No fireworks,’ Slattery said.

‘We’re just there to assist him home.’

Slattery took off his headset, feeling pleased with himself. The choreography he’d just set in motion felt pitch-perfect, all of it logical, acceptable, and defensible.

Agatha Hayes was watching Slattery. She asked, ‘What makes you think Monarch will be going to this fabric store?’

Slattery replied, ‘He entered Algiers under one of his known aliases, which means eventually he’d have to seek a new identity. That fabric store belongs to Sami Rafiq, of the Beirut Rafiqs. The family has fabric shops all over Africa, the Middle East and Asia. The Rafiqs are also the finest document forgers in the world, and Sami is one of their best. We’ve used him quite often in a pinch, as a matter of fact.’

‘The agency?’ Hayes asked, surprised.

‘There’s a push to outsource everything these days,’ Slattery said. ‘Keeps the overhead low.’

Rafiq’s Magasin de Tissu Extraordinaire bustled with clerks and customers, women mostly, some modernly dressed, others in traditional robes and veils, examining bolts of expensive cloth stacked on long, short-legged tables and in bays attached to the walls. Monarch paid it all little mind as he headed to the rear of the store to a staircase that led up to an office that overlooked the sales floor.

He climbed the staircase, hearing a man barking at someone in French, ‘You call Sami thief? I gave you a fair price. I always give a fair price. Sami Rafiq is no thief! I am an honorable businessman!’

Monarch rounded a corner to look into the office, where a short, portly Lebanese man with glasses, a shirt opened too far down his hairy chest, and a rash of gold chains around his neck was listening to his cell phone. The man shouted, ‘You slander me!’ He thumbed off his cell phone and slammed his fist on his desk.

‘That temper of yours will get you, Sami,’ Monarch said in English.

The fabric merchant’s head rose, and his face broke into a grin. He lurched to his feet, his arms open. ‘Robin Monarch!’ he cried. ‘My dear, dear friend! How are you?’

Sami came around his desk, shaking Monarch’s hand warmly before appraising him. ‘Who lets you wear these clothes? Come, we go to the floor and pick out a fine light linen and—’

‘—I’m kind of in a hurry, my old friend,’ Monarch said.

‘Of course!’ Sami cried, before bustling around his desk. He retrieved a padded envelope and handed it to Monarch. ‘Six, just as you ask in your e-mail.’

Monarch opened the pouch and fingered through passports from Chile, Brazil, Canada, Morocco, India, and Australia, seeing his face over names he would soon learn to respond to flawlessly. He studied several of the other documents in the pouch, and then nodded, satisfied. ‘Beautiful work, Sami, as always.’

The fabric merchant beamed a moment, then remembered to lean over to another drawer. He pulled out a bundle of blue cloth that smelled of oil. He tossed it to Monarch, saying, ‘Wasn’t easy to find this particular make and model on such short notice.’

Monarch caught the bundle and felt a familiar weight and shape. ‘H and K .45 USP,’ Monarch said, putting a hand to his heart. ‘I’m touched that you remembered, Sami.’

The Lebanese merchant smiled. ‘The Rafiqs take care of old and dear customers.’

‘Ammunition?’ Monarch asked.

Sami slid two boxes of bullets and two clips across his desk.

Before picking them up, Monarch tugged out a cashier’s check drawn on the Bank of Algeria. ‘Your fee, as agreed.’

Sami took the check with a bow and quickly slipped it into his pants pocket. ‘Always a pleasure doing business, Robin,’ he said. ‘Can I interest you in some coffee?’

‘It’s Ramadan,’ Monarch said.

‘I’m Christian,’ Sami said. ‘You?’

‘A lost soul,’ Monarch said, who was loading the clips with the bullets.

‘A lost soul who drinks coffee?’

Monarch shook his head. ‘As much as I’d like to, Sami, I’m pressed for time.’

‘Where are you going so fast?’ Sami asked.

‘Trying to figure that out.’

‘You still with the agency?’

‘Nope.’

‘Working freelance?’

‘That’s a possibility,’ Monarch allowed, taking a shopping bag advertising Sami’s store off the windowsill and dropping the passports and the extra bullets inside. The gun he stuck beneath his shirt in his waistband at the small of his back.

‘I hear of any jobs, I’ll let you know,’ Sami said.

‘Appreciate that.’

Sami bowed again. ‘Let me at least walk you to the door, my old friend.’

Back at Langley, Slattery paced inside the CIA’s operations center. Agatha Hayes typed on her keyboard, and a satellite image of Algiers popped up on the central screen. She zoomed in on the Casbah, and now Slattery could see a red dot flashing on the Boulevard de la Victoire. Lynch’s position.

‘Can you give me a visual on the shop?’ Slattery said into his microphone.

‘Coming at you,’ Lynch said.

A moment later, the screen to the right of the satellite image filled with the street scene outside Rafiq’s Magasin de Tissu Extraordinaire, looking at the business from a block away at a steep diagonal angle. Pedestrians crowded the sidewalks on the store’s side of the street. On the near side, two women in dark robes and veils were moving slowly toward Lynch’s position. A boy on a bike pedaled down the middle of the narrow street, with a taxi coming up behind him.

Through the front windows of Rafiq’s fabric shop, Monarch saw the boy on the bike pass at the same time he heard the muezzin’s cry begin to echo out over the city, calling the faithful to pray and an end to fasting. He stopped beneath the transom. He turned, meaning to shake Sami’s hand and bid him farewell. But as he did so, ingrained habits forced him to scan the shop around him, looking at the customers and clerks.

All seemed well until he caught a woman in dark veil and robes standing up against the plate glass windows at the far end of the store next to the other exit. She was trying not to show it, but she was watching him.

Monarch stuck his hand out to Sami. The forger took it and pumped it, saying, ‘You sure you would not like to buy some fabric? I have a tailor who could be finished with some fine clothes for you by noon tomorrow.’

‘Not this trip, Sami,’ Monarch said, releasing his grip and turning once more, letting his attention drift past the veiled woman. She was no longer watching him. She was looking out the window and nodding.

Monarch’s attention slipped to the crowded sidewalk just outside the store, to the taxi honking its horn and to the other side of the street where two other women in dark robes and veils were talking. One of them faced roughly toward the storefront. Something about the situation felt wrong, but he said, ‘Until next time, my old friend.’

Monarch decided that the sidewalk was crowded enough to let him slip in, move with the flow toward the nearest mosque, and catch anyone trying to follow him. But he’d no sooner stepped out onto the sidewalk than he realized he’d emerged into a gap in pedestrian traffic. The taxi had turned onto the Boulevard de la Victoire, and the veiled women on the other side of the narrow street were reaching inside their robes and crouching to face him.

Their silhouettes dropping into athletic postures was enough to throw Monarch into action. He ducked, spun, and dived back toward the entrance to the fabric shop and a startled and puzzled Sami Rafiq. Monarch tackled the forger and drove him to the wooden floor of his shop just as automatic gunfire broke out, shattering the plate glass all around the entrance.
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SLATTERY WATCHED THE SURREAL scene unfolding on the big screen inside the CIA’s operations center. Monarch had clearly stepped out onto the sidewalk from the store. And then he had twisted and dived back inside as the two robed and veiled women drew machine pistols and opened fire, blowing out the shop’s windows. The feed went shaky.

Lynch shouted into the covert ops chief’s ear, ‘Who the hell are they?’

‘No goddamned idea,’ Slattery shot back, transfixed by the veiled women moving in combat crouches toward the store, letting go with controlled bursts of fire.

‘What do you want us to do?’ Lynch demanded.

Slattery said, ‘Nothing you can do. Hold your ground.’

‘But they’re trying to kill Monarch!’ Agatha Hayes protested.

‘Or Rafiq,’ Slattery snapped. ‘In any case, I’m not putting my men in harm’s way. We’ll let it play out.’

* * *

Monarch scrambled forward off Sami Rafiq and threw himself behind one of the tables laden with fabric. He retrieved the pistol and clips while customers and clerks screamed and ran for cover. Another burst sounded from the street, splintering the wooden doorframe.

Monarch got to his knees, threw the .45 up and over the bolts of fabric, firing three quick shots at the door and another two out the front window. Out of the corner of his left eye, he spotted Sami dragging himself under another table.

A burst of gunfire came from Monarch’s far right. He heard it thudding into the rolls of cloth over his head. He sprawled on his belly, peering beneath the low fabric tables and seeing a pair of dark sneakers beneath the hem of a dark robe. Monarch aimed at the sneakers and fired.

He heard her scream, and jumped up, seeing her let go her gun, twisting, trying to get to the ground. Monarch shot her in the chest, then swung the pistol hard and fired twice in the direction of the street. He kept swinging, using the momentum to hurl himself away from the front entrance. He landed, slid, and then pushed himself up, running crouched toward the rear of the store and the door at the bottom of the staircase, the pistol aimed behind him, shooting the last two rounds in his first clip.

He’d almost made it to the door when the two veiled women attacking from the street opened fire again. Their rounds pinged off the metal staircase and blew holes in the drywall, but none hit Monarch, who barreled through the rear door to the fabric shop and out into a whitewashed alley. He cut hard to his right. More shots ricocheted behind him.

He ran, dropping the first clip and shoving it in his pocket, coming up with the second clip, and slamming it into the magazine. He reached another alley. This one was more like a tunnel, with a roof overhead, and ancient stone stairs that dropped downhill. He ducked around the corner into the alley
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