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INTUITION
 
Louis demonstrated the technique again. For such a smart guy, Misha was taking his time learning the simple thing he was trying to teach him. He remembered Uncle Bertrand showing him the maneuver just after he had reached adolescence. He learned it on the first attempt in this very gymnasium in the basement of Misha's house.
"Again," said Louis. "Do it again. The dummy now. Your knife comes uncomfortably closer to me each time. Go for the dummy like he is real."
A teacher faced with a precocious pupil, whose excessive talent becomes suddenly evident, can react in any number of ways. Pride, jealousy, disbelief, and finally dismissal will run through the pedagogical mind in quick succession. Louis was usually well aware of his emotions, allowing them almost complete freedom of expression on his face, in his words, and through his actions. He stood transfixed as Misha opened the neck of the dummy in a move so fast as to be almost invisible.
His student raised an eyebrow, asking Teacher for a grade. What could Louis say?
"You will do very well if you do not mind the blood," he said.
It was what Uncle Bertrand had said to him. It turned out he did mind the blood and concentrated on keeping a bit of distance from it. Louis was a superb marksman.
"I do not mind blood," said Misha.
"You have not done this before."
"I have killed twice."
"You shot them. It is different."
"I will not flinch."
Louis looked into that impossibly still stare. Misha's nineteen-year-old blue eyes had watched his parents and siblings die by car bomb a month before. The murderers responsible had done their best to annihilate him as well, to their own destruction.
"You are first born, Misha. You should not fight. Marry the girl they picked for you and raise an heir. I do not mind helping you survive, but you were not trained for this like I was."
"My family's enemies chose this occupation for me, Louis. I will marry her and beget as many heirs as possible. How do you suggest I protect them? Build a castle? Hire an army? This is not the Middle Ages. I must know where our enemies are and bring the fight to them. It is the only way to survive. You need not tie yourself to me."
"Of course I am tied to you—by more than blood. We have been friends since our infancy. Of the three of us, you always saw furthest. What do you propose?"
Misha picked up a strop and ran his blade over it before putting it away. He looked up at Louis.
"We must find Vasily."
…
After a week-long journey to a desolate place in search of their friend, Louis trained his binoculars on a decrepit Gdansk manor. Its exterior rendering had peeled away from the underlying brick, giving the house a diseased aspect. He could see barred windows at the basement level.
Misha returned from his inspection of the other side of the house. "It seems the only working entrance is on this side. I have checked again. There are no intact staircases to the main doors."
Louis pulled a damp roll of paper from his jacket pocket and handed it to his friend.
"What is this?" asked Misha.
"A plan of a similar house three miles away. I got it from the old man I drank beer with last evening while you disapproved and told me to stop. I did not stop after you left, and so we have an idea of what the layout may be like in there." Louis nodded toward the house.
"Which may or may not be accurate."
"But is nonetheless better than nothing." He met Misha's steady blue eyes.
"Where is the sentry likely to be?" asked Misha.
Louis took the chart from him, unrolled it, and pointed. "Here. If he hears you on the stairs, he will turn to face you."
"He will not hear me."
Louis suppressed a guffaw at what seemed unwarranted overconfidence until he remembered all the games requiring stealth they used to play as children. Misha always won. He nodded instead, reinforcing his courage through Misha's confidence. 
"In that case, he will be facing toward the prisoners," he said.
"There will be more guards with the prisoners, I imagine."
Louis nodded. "At least two, that is KGB procedure."
As Misha studied the basement drawn on the plan, he said, "Initially, I will hold the body to direct the spray, but the floor will be slick with his blood. Be careful as you move past me. I will be able to follow within moments."
Louis wondered about his friend's unnaturally accurate grasp of the job. "You have never.…"
"I can read."
"We should use suppressors. Though not silent like your knife, they are at least quiet." And will provide backup if you balk.
"Of course."
"And check for keys before you let the body drop."
"Good advice, I will."
Louis knew his lifelong friend came from a cold family, but this calculating stillness in the face of fear unnerved him. He suppressed an urge to shake a morsel of humanity into Misha.
"There may be more of them staying upstairs, like in a barrack," he said.
Misha agreed. "Then we must be very quiet. Do we know their habits? Will they be drunk by a certain time?"
"By one o'clock, according to another source I met last night, but they have high tolerances and can be deadly until nearly comatose."
"While you were gathering your intelligence last night, I watched this house," Misha said with just a hint of a smile. "There were no lights on the ground floor, but a few on the northeast side of the first floor. These were dark by two o'clock, confirming your source's information. The basement lights stretched along the western wall to the left of the door. They were dim, probably coming from a lit hallway."
Misha pointed to a room drawn on the plan and continued. "Near this kitchen will be the interior staircase to the cellar from the upper floors. See, it is indicated here, very much like in my house. We must be wary of sounds coming from that direction."
Louis refrained from pointing out that, because Misha's house was vastly larger than this one, comparisons could be dangerous. But he did bring up the next thing on his mind. "Do we know Vasily is here?"
"Yes."
Louis paused. "Is there additional information? That Vasily has an interest in making bombs, and that the local communist party headquarters was blown up, does not mean…"
"And there was a press report that the perpetrators are being held here."
"Yes, but no names or descriptions were released."
Misha stared at him. "He is here." Louis said nothing, expressionless, and Misha added, "Yes, I am risking our lives on my intuition. What was her name, by the way?"
Louis narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "Who?"
"Your other source."
"How did you know…?"
"I know you."
Louis sighed. "When do we go in?"
"Tonight, after the lights upstairs go out."
"So soon? More reconnaissance…"
"This morning at dawn I heard a shot coming from the basement. They carried out a body just before you arrived from your… intelligence gathering."
Louis's eyes opened wide.
"It was not Vasily," said Misha, smiling. "Intuition," he continued, in answer to Louis's next unspoken question.
"But you fear he will be next."
Misha nodded. "I will be back after sunset. I recommend the small, dark copse to the West." He pointed to their left. "There is a mossy hollow under the trees, where you will hear any movement from the house but may rest when there is none. What was her name again?"
Louis ground his teeth and glared. "Bronya. She may be a little old for you."
Misha grinned, turned, and disappeared through a wilderness of brush. He was gone before Louis remembered to ask him how he planned to get the three of them out of Poland, assuming they survived to need a way out.
A soaking rain, light but steady, lasted all afternoon. Despite interference from the dense canopy of branches above him, by sunset Louis was wet enough to wish he could catch the streams of water dripping from his chin to quench his thirst. His black curls plastered themselves to his forehead and cheeks, and his jacket did little to delay thorough saturation of the inner layers he wore. His boots held the line, though; he was grateful for dry feet.
Misha's arrival brought with it an end to the rain. He was comparatively dry, but only because he wore a better coat. Bramble branches and cockleburs decorated it. He must have crawled for some distance, judging by the caked mud on the front of his legs and torso.
"Bronya's uncle has a boat with a motor and also a petrol supply," Misha said.
Louis indulged himself by curling his lip into a snarl as he glared at his friend. "Did you engage it?"
"Yes, but we will not use it."
The snarl gave way to confusion. "Why?"
Misha shrugged with only a maddening smile.
They stood in the gloom of fast-falling night, well covered by tall grasses and brush, and watched the lights go on upstairs in the house-turned-prison. Louis marveled at the stillness that characterized his friend. Not only his stance, he thought, but even his movements are economical in the extreme. He opened his mouth to ask how he liked Bronya, to show he had forgiven his friend's poaching, when Misha spoke first.
"Instead, I bought a rowboat."
The injury over Bronya renewed itself. "Did you hire someone to row?" The flash in Louis's black eyes was invisible in the dark, but his voice held a touch of venom he was sure Misha could hear.
"No," came the smooth reply. "You and I will take turns. There is only one set of oars. If Vasily is able, I am sure he will want to contribute as well."
"Does your intuition tell you that I am about to pummel you?"
"Yes, but you will not. You know that I have judged correctly. And yes, Bronya was very nice indeed."
"I am sure I will come to value your judgment, Misha, and even rely upon it, but I will never appreciate your ability to read my mind. Stop it."
When the time came to move, it was a relief, a welcome journey from wretched boredom to adrenaline-fueled terror. Louis fretted, his back plastered against the wall beside the door Misha had entered. They had crept down the crumbling cement steps in their socks at Misha's insistence, making Louis's feet join the rest of his body in cold clamminess.
He counted slowly to thirty, doubting for a moment that Misha would be able to perform but suddenly sure he would. The man—still a boy, really—must be the last of a host of peculiar ancestors, he decided. Thirty seconds reached, he entered, turned left down the dim hallway, and passed Misha, who held the dying sentry so that the lessening spray from his carotid hit the wall silently.
Louis's stockinged feet now squelched through blood.
Sounds of blows against a body leaked through the door at the end of the hall. Louis waited as Misha unlocked it with keys he had taken from the sentry. Two men, in the process of beating a prisoner, turned at the sound. Louis's Modèle 1935 dispatched them rapidly, with finality and precision. He was pleased with the new suppressor he had fitted. The sound was no more than a soft pop-zip.
Finding Vasily in one of the cages to the left took only a moment despite the dim light. He stood when they entered and tilted his head toward the prisoner in the cage next to him. "He is an informer," he told them in French.
Louis eliminated the spy as Misha unlocked Vasily's cell and shackles, and supported the eighteen-year-old—nearly carried him—from the cage. Louis took the keys and unlocked the others on their way out but used a few choice threats to make the inhabitants cautious about moving too soon. There was no sound from the basement as they emerged into a moonless night and disappeared into the brush.
…
Surveying a small wooden house with consternation, Louis wondered if he knew it. They had reached it by a circuitous route through a semi-rural suburb of Gdansk and were viewing the place from the back, but it seemed eerily familiar to him, or perhaps the neighborhood was. He couldn't be sure.
"I do not understand why you insist on this delay, Vasily. We must hurry," he whispered.
Instead of answering him, Vasily asked Misha, "Did you secure a motorboat?"
Louis hissed with exasperation and answered for Misha. "He did but then bought a rowboat. If you must delay us like this then you can help us row, despite your poor hand."
He winced to himself when he remembered the mangled mess he had seen in the dim light of the basement.
"May I borrow your gun, Misha?" Vasily asked. He took the old relic Misha proffered him and held it in his left hand, the hand that was still whole.
Louis winced again.
Vasily stood and crossed the five meters to the back door of the house. Louis tried to follow, but Misha held his arm, stopping him, and shook his head. They watched from their places concealed under an evergreen tree on the left of the open space. Vasily moved back from the door after knocking and waited.
When Bronya stood in the open doorway, he stepped into the light from her kitchen.
"Vasily!"
"My uncle was not involved, Bronya."
"I don't know what you're talking about." She said it too quickly and with too much vehemence.
"They took him because he was with me when they came for me. After you met with them. After you made love to me."
Her eyes searched the darkness. "Are you alone?" Her voice held notes of rising panic.
"They shot him at dawn yesterday." Vasily raised the gun.
"Vasily, please, I didn't mean…"
Louis was unable to learn what she did not mean because she died before finishing the sentence. But he could guess. The hastily contrived suppressor on Misha's gun was not as effective as the one on Louis's Modèle, but it was quiet enough. There was no sound from within the house either, because her uncle was waiting for them with several other men at his motorboat.
The disappointed ambush stood stomping and smoking under the lights of the quay as the three friends rowed silently past them in the pre-dawn darkness with muffled oars.
Louis took his turns each time that day, rowing without complaint, watching the gruesome work of the night before show itself in Misha's hardening gaze.
"How did you know she was dirty?" he asked.
Misha's answer explained more than usual. "I saw something in her eyes and wondered why she feared me."
They reached Gdynia after nightfall and stowed away on an empty trawler bound for Kariskrona. The hold stank of bilge and rotting fish. They lounged on a large pile of canvas, dry and alone but for the occasional curious rat.
"I propose we go into business," said Misha.
"What business could we possibly go into?" asked Louis. "I am trained for only one thing."
"Precisely. I propose we go into the business that Vasily's father made such a success. But instead of being solos, we should form a team. No country wants to risk another world war, but governments will continue to need quiet solutions. My intuition tells me that in time, if we live, we will be very successful. We are younger than the aging partisans of the last war and can employ more modern skills."
Louis nodded. "The combination of these with more traditional methods can be formidable."
"I agree," said Vasily. "We will need a trade name to shield us from our clients."
They contemplated names for a time until Louis spoke again. "I have been considering our more peculiar ancestors.The name we choose must sound formidable, like them."
"I say it should conjure the ghost of a warrior," said Vasily. "A feared barbarian."
Misha broke the next long silence. "Then let it be the warrior we all share. Let the name be Charlemagne."
 
 

COLD CUNNING
 
"Misha, we are surrounded."
Vasily's low voice held no hint of panic or any other emotion. It was a bald statement of fact meant solely to inform. He watched one of three sides of the perch where they had taken refuge. The roof and parapet of this square keep in a ruined castle had miraculously survived time, war, and weather. The cliff face forming its fourth side intermittently dropped clouds of snow onto their heads.
Louis felt more agitated as he trod through fifteen centimeters of snow, tamping down new pathways from aperture to aperture in the crenelation. He moved in long strides, anticipating the violence to come. Besides sex, he could find no better way to feel alive than to risk death.
Misha's cold, still countenance did not change. He stood like a snowman, his hatless, blond head well on its way to matching the landscape. A drawback to his habit of stillness, thought Louis. You risk turning into an ice sculpture. He smiled at the idea. The snow made it harder to see Misha against the white sky—an effective camouflage. Louis shivered at the cold and became more careful about showing his dark head between the apertures.
He marveled as Misha displayed an even more deliberate economy of movement than usual while watching the scene below through binoculars. The AK-47 Louis carried would easily reach the men on his side. Louis peered carefully through an aperture on Misha's side to see what could be so fascinating. The man below them, just inside a curtain of trees, held silent communication with someone to his left, judging by the hand signals he gave.
Misha shifted the binoculars to his right, and Louis's eyes followed the movement, finding the other half of that conversation also within range of their AKs. This meant they must be in range of their enemies' weapons.
It seemed Charlemagne was trapped. This was the name Misha, Louis, and Vasily had given themselves when it became clear they needed to earn the cooperation of friendly governments to defeat their enemies. The name gave those governments a team they could hire without attribution. It gave the team a name they could use to conceal their identities.
Initially, Charlemagne accepted commissions from small governments for increasingly large sums and access to the information they needed to stay ahead of an expanding list of operatives seeking to kill them. Their business was growing. So was the number of their enemies, though they were only in their twenties.
"How many?" Misha asked, not taking his eyes off the man he suspected might be in charge, the one in his binoculars signaling to either side, often emphatically.
Louis moved to a different aperture. "I have two in this view and one more in the next aperture to the west."
"I have three," said Vasily. "The entrance is below me."
Eight. A bit excessive for the elimination of three young men on a hiking holiday in the mountains. They had been careful to hide their weapons. Misha had even forbidden Louis the enjoyment of a willing young woman at the hostelry they stayed in the night before.
"You will not be able to hide your gun from her," Misha said.
"It has never been a problem before."
"It will be a problem here. These are small, poor villages and it is winter. They have nothing else to do but talk."
And make love. Perhaps my refusal caused more comment than my gun would have, Louis thought. She was both delectable and willing. But he kept his mouth shut and obeyed without an audible grumble. He and Vasily had come to realize their survival depended on Misha's judgment. It was superior to their own. But as in this instance, it could be constraining, and constraint was against Louis's nature.
Misha wore a snow blanket at least a centimeter thick by now. Louis noted that it did not melt. So his body temperature must be as cold as his manner. He moved back to the aperture on Misha's side of the keep to discover what could be so enthralling.
The man below signaled frantically—emphatically—arguing with his hands. He was easy to see even without Misha's binoculars. His black jacket and waving arms stood out against the pristine white of the snow around his position, both on the ground and in the trees, weighing down the branches of the pine he stood next to.
"There is disagreement below, Misha," Louis murmured.
Misha also kept his voice low. "It appears a few loyalties have become more fluid. We must find how best to exploit it."
"They all are in range," said Louis, "and not well covered. I can take at least one, probably more before they scramble to conceal themselves."
"It is the same on this side," said Vasily.
Misha dropped his binoculars and picked up his AK. "We will each kill only one. Mine is the commander. One on each side, then silence. If they attack, we will respond, but I do not think they will." He paused. "On my word…"
"Now."
Misha's modulated voice never changed.
The commander had drawn his arm back but died before he could sweep it forward to order the attack. Two other men, one on either flank, died in the same moment. Three more ran. The two who remained were in Vasily's view at the front of the keep. They stepped out from under the trees, holding their weapons by the straps out to their sides at arm's length. Then, dropping the guns to the ground, they stepped away, arms raised, and waited.
Both Vasily and Louis reported no other movement. With a gesture, Misha sent them below, while he covered the approaches to the door.
Vasily covered Louis as he checked their prisoners for more weapons and gathered the two AK-47s from the ground. He tied their hands behind their backs, prodded them up the stairs to the roof, and forced them to kneel. Misha began the interrogation.
…
"He is a brute," said the taller man, Milos. He shook his blond curls in contempt for the target. "He beats his wife. He beats the servants. Ask Blago here. He will tell you."
The smaller, dark-haired man with a pinched face nodded. "He hit me many times for a minor mistake. A very small mistake."
Misha regarded him silently. "Tell me about the small mistake."
Blago paled, perhaps at the memory of the beating, more likely at the quiet purr in Misha's voice. He swallowed and said, "I spilled some wine."
"What kind of wine?" said Misha, still quiet, still purring.
Another swallow. "Lafitte."
Blago could not tell if his interrogator knew the wine. The man betrayed nothing. His stillness made Blago shiver involuntarily.
"How much did you spill?"
Somehow, Blago understood it would be unwise to lie. "I dropped the bottle."
"A full bottle?"
Misha did not need a verbal answer; the man trembled. He reflected that he would have hit him also. His father would have disapproved of such an act when dismissal might be more appropriate. But he was not his father. He would have hit him. Perhaps not repeatedly.
"How many times did he hit you?"
Again he saw the answer before the man spoke. "Only once."
So far, the target behaved much as he would, including his attempt at ambush. Misha's attempt would differ, though, by succeeding.
The shadow from the wall behind Misha had begun to creep over the other
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