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the fourth Carter A. Johnson and Kate Menke novel,

The Three Monkeys

Prologue

Jerome Klopmier yawned as he focused on the boring, early morning drive to work. Leaves were finally budding on deciduous trees as the daily temps rose and the threat of a hard freeze waned. He'd driven down Highway 67 at least five days a week for the past fifteen years, and today looked to be no different. Dawn was breaking through the last light gray shades of night, but the car's headlights were still needed to spot stupid deer in the distance before they vaulted gracefully onto the pavement like empty-headed ballet dancers.  

Jerome stretched and twisted his upper body then glanced to his right at the old, paint-bare barn he'd already seen thousands of times. The boring views seldom changed along the rural roadside. The dull, painted aluminum roof looked battleship gray in the early light, but this morning something looked different. Something was horribly different. Faint, almost ghostly outlines in pale white immediately locked his vision on objects against the vertical wood planks and held it there. Startled, he blinked and stared wide-eyed at the terrible three-dimensional aberrations before him, unable to turn away from the ghastly sight. 

The mid-sized sedan drifted to the right as it slowed, and the tires lurched off the sharp, raised edge of the concrete pavement onto the gravel shoulder. Jerome pumped the brakes hard as he steered back onto the roadway. The car jerked and careened to the left before fishtailing across the center line until he got the weaving under a semblance of control. A disgruntled driver flew past from behind with the horn blaring as his one-finger wave telegraphed his displeasure at Jerome's reckless swerves. Both passengers woke full of concern and questions.

"What the hell?" Ray blurted as he rubbed his eyes. "Did you hit something? A deer?" At the same time from the back seat, Stan asked, "You alright, Jerome. What's wrong, buddy? You don't look good, you sick?"

Near the next farm lane entrance, the turn signal clicked incessantly as the car slowed to exit left, then slid to a stop with an abrupt jerk in a small cloud of white gravel dust. Both alarmed passengers stared at him apprehensively. Jerome's pale skin went slack as he sat statue stiff staring straight ahead ignoring prying questions. Forcefully, he slapped the steering wheel with his right palm until it shuddered like a dying man taking his last breath. "Shit, shit, shit. It can't be. I can't have seen that." Ray and Stan sat mystified as they studied their friend's erratic behavior. 

Ray cautiously asked, "Didn't see . . . what?"

Jerome spoke softly and solemnly. "We've got to go back. I don't want to be right. Oh Lord, I pray I'm wrong." He made the sign of the cross with his right hand, and then his torso swiveled in the seat to see Ray and glance back to Stan. "I'm sure there are bodies, naked human bodies, hung on the side of that old barn aways back. Three of them. They're outlined in paint like ghost silhouettes. That's why I noticed them." 

Ray turned to Stan and rolled his eyelids upward as if Jerome had gone completely bonkers. He didn't want to show his disbelief by grinning, but his mind's image of dead naked bodies displayed on the old barn was pretty wild.

Two cars sped past before Jerome backed onto the highway and fearfully drove back to the barn. Two more work-bound vehicles with headlights on flashed past them in the opposite direction before Jerome reached their turnoff.

As the car slowed, Jerome muttered a prayer. A sparse gravel lane pointed them up a slight grade straight to the dilapidated, gray wood structure. Eerily, it dominated the top of a long, low ridge. Traces of ancient red paint that hadn't been scrubbed away by sun and rain over past decades left inconsistent pinkish hues in the boards’ weathered grains. The darkness of night clustered behind the structure as if prolonging the evil secret it protected. The car's headlights flashed across the barn as Jerome hit the high beams and abruptly stopped near the end of his turn. The obscene vision was clearly illuminated. Ray and Stan sucked in loud, deep breaths and squirmed in their seats. 

"Jesus H. Christ!" Stan exclaimed softly. "You sure you want to go up there and get involved in this? We could leave and go on to work and let somebody else turn this in. Otherwise, we'll probably be tied up here the whole day."

A harsh glare from both Jerome and Ray caused Stan to grimace and flop back in the seat as he raised his hands in mock surrender. "Just sayin’."

Jerome fumbled his cellphone out of the holster and dialed 911. "Get Sheriff Kahl. This is an emergency, and I need him now!"

Ray lowered the window and extended his cellphone to snap a close-up picture.

"Lady, it's an emergency because there're three dead bodies hanging on the side of a barn south of town at the old Carson place.

"Yes, damn it, I'm sure they're dead, and no I didn't touch anything." 

Ray slumped back in the seat looking sickly. "I think I'm gonna puke. There're steel rods sticking out of their..." Suddenly, Ray plunged his head through the window opening and noisily spewed his breakfast into the cool morning air.
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At the same time, the main perpetrator of the crimes lay reveling in the success of the first step of his long-term quest to make a difference for the country he loved. Sleep was out of the question; he was too jacked up to relax. The mild adrenaline rush passed, but the danger of the night still fed his thoughts and his insatiable ego.

He smiled into the dim glow cast by a nightlight. The look of unadulterated fear he'd elicited from Ms. Evelyn Estes heightened his mood. As expected, she played the Good Samaritan when he flagged her down along the four-lane Great River Road between Alton and Grafton, Illinois. A body lying crumpled behind his white van on the shoulder of the road ensured she'd stop. She freaked out when the broken, bloody victim jumped up, grabbed her roughly, and hustled her into the cavernous back space of the van. A gun barrel pushed harshly into her stomach cavity convinced her to squelch her objections and swallow the knockout pill. She was the first to be caught and the first to taste harsh justice for her sins. The damned progressive liberal attitudes of she and her compatriots were ruining the country, and they had to be stopped. 

Next was that fat, loudmouthed, Jew bastard Lloyd Barnstein. His exasperation was evident after his rental car was rear-ended at a stoplight. Like good neighbors, it was suggested we move out of traffic to a nearby park to exchange insurance information.  A revolver jammed in Lloyd’s back convinced the obnoxious, scheming ass to get inside the van. He complained loudly and even demanded to know if his abductors knew just who the hell they were messing with. That was priceless. After his fat-cheeked, arrogant face was pistol whipped, he timidly took the knockout pill without resistance. 

The people must stop allowing criminals like Barnstein to operate in public office. They must be alerted and informed of whom to vote for versus those to reject for unacceptable behavior.  

He stretched and pulled the thin cover up to his chin. The house was quiet, but over the years, outside traffic noises had grown louder as the masses left their pathetic warrens and headed to work like hungry, trained rodents at feeding time. 

He reveled in the success of their third encounter as he scooted sideways and yawned. Capturing Wardell Bowers was more involved, a real challenge. But he and his accomplice rose to the occasion and made him theirs. Bowers had no inkling that one of his abductors joined the serving staff at the dinner he attended. The plan involved mixing a strong laxative into the hot chocolate Mr. Bowers was known to prefer over coffee. When he extricated himself from the crowd and left early, he was followed to a convenience store where he parked quickly, then waddled inside with his butt cheeks pinched tightly together. That was hilarious. Minutes later, the uppity nigger's car was forced off the road to secure him. That was the easiest part. Once he saw how serious his abductors were, he came along like a docile lamb. The lying, black bastard had no inkling he'd been one of the first three selected for slaughter. 

The proud man's breathing slowed, and he relaxed with a grim but satisfied expression of accomplishment. Step one was complete. Even the news media fell into line by naming the victims “The Three Monkeys” just as he'd anticipated they would. The news whores were so predictable.

He drifted to the past. The deeds performed in the locked basement room spoke to the history of the home. When his great-great-grandfather purchased the stately house, the room with three barred cells became a cloistered family joke. But a dark joke never shared with any outsiders. Shortly after moving into the innocent, peaceful-looking home, the heinous basement dungeon was locked and ignored. No one knew or wanted to wager on the acts that had transpired there in the past under the original owner's direction.

Step two would soon shock the entire country again. Maybe then the fools would realize how far their values had drifted away from the intent of the country’s founding fathers. Those values had to be restored no matter how many faux martyrs had to be sacrificed.
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Chapter One


[image: ]


Three months earlier on a clear, cold, still night on the East Coast, Carter Johnson and Kate Menke closed in on their target. For six weeks, they'd investigated the activities of Eric Micovich to confirm his role in forcing underage children to endure the hellish sexual perversions of his sick minded customers. Many of the foreign youngsters were sold outright to the pedophiles he supplied innocent victims to. Others were rented by the week or month and forced to endure the customer's abuse and perverted desires. Some carried the scars of physical wounds, and all would live with the emotional trauma for the rest of their troubled lives. Micovich knew many would be injured; he even had a rate sheet detailing the extra charge for each physical injury inflicted on the disposable rental bodies. His family lived the good life provided by his selling children into inescapable sexual debauchery.

They’d discovered suicide rates were extremely high for this group of abandoned and forgotten children. Death was often preferable when no other escape was deemed possible. 

Irrefutable evidence in hand, it was time to impose Micovich's punishment on a personal level. After Micovich was dealt with, lists of his worldwide suppliers, facilities where the children were being held, and the names of his associates would be faxed to the FBI. This time, Mr. Micovich's conviction would not be avoided because of a legal technicality and unsavory but highly intelligent and effective attorneys. His sentence would be carried out imminently by his judge, jury, and executioner. Vigilante justice would be imposed on the spot with no appeals granted.

From running shoes to head gear, the two vigilantes wore black and blended into the late ebony night under a faint sliver of golden moonlight. Micovich's New Jersey estate consisted of six manicured acres. The brick and stone mansion in the middle of the grounds was huge and opulent. Thirteen inches of recent snows had melted to watery slush and would make walking a slippery hazard on the saturated sod of the expansive lawn.

Carter shut off the engine. "Are you ready?"

"Yes, I want to get it over with, so we can move on to a criminal who is less revolting. Common crime is one thing, but this man is totally disgusting. I can't force the thoughts of those suffering children from my mind as long as he is alive. It escapes my comprehension how anyone can facilitate such heinous actions for any amount of money."

"Decent people can't and won't. Only lowlife animals sink to this level because of the huge amounts of wealth they get. Let’s go."

Four nights earlier, during a short but heavy snowfall, they'd cut two vertical round rods from the wrought iron fence surrounding the property. Water poured on the grinding disk had held the sparks and noise to a minimum in a stiff breeze blowing away from the targeted mansion. They secured the rods back in place with thick two-inch-wide black plastic tape, so the cut sections were almost invisible. 

They parked a quarter mile from their selected point of entry; far enough that the guards wouldn't see the rental car's exterior lights flash as they exited. Minutes later they watched the two guards pass each other close to the perimeter of the house. When the guards were out of sight, the vigilantes removed the cut rods, entered the estate, and split to intercept their individual targets on the next phase of their walking surveillance. 

Carter stayed near the fence but swiftly moved toward the north side of the multistory, French country style home. Their ultimate target sat at his desk inside the luxurious office on the first floor where he'd been every weeknight until well past midnight. 

He lay on the soggy ground in the meager shadow cast by a twenty-foot-long row of leafless shrubs trimmed to twenty-four inches high. A large deciduous tree between the shrubs and a spotlight added feeble, speckled shadows to his chosen ambush point. In a minute, his clothes where he lay were soaked to his skin.  

The two guards’ standard routine put them on alternating routes as they passed in opposite directions. After surveying the perimeter close to the house, they switched and walked along the inside of the fence, staying twenty to twenty-five feet from the black steel barrier. The guard would be ten to twelve feet from Carter as he passed in the dim light cast from floodlights mounted at the house. This was the most dangerous part of their mission. A botched takedown could result in off-duty guards responding in minutes with shoot-to-kill orders. Carter breathed shallowly as he held his limbs deathly still and resisted his body’s urge to shiver.

Faint whistling cut through the silent, gloomy night; the country and western tune grew louder as the guard drew closer to the ambush point. Carter assumed the mercenary was middle aged or older because the tune was from the early fifties. That equated to the man probably being highly experienced in his chosen field of security. Footfalls were light but discernable on the soft, saturated ground. Carter clutched a 9mm suppressed H&K in his right hand and a stun gun in his left hand. The stun gun required direct contact with the victim's skin; a portion of the guard's neck and face were the only areas exposed through his black, full body tactical gear. The success of Carter's attack would dictate which weapon would take the vile mercenary warrior down. If the attack went as planned, the man would be alive but severely immobilized.

The whistling stopped abruptly. The guard stood silently in place ten feet from Carter. Through a break between the shrubs, Carter saw the guard's feet pointing toward the end of the row of shrubs. He prepared to lunge up from his prone position and shoot the man with the handgun. Then he heard thin cellophane crinkle before the wheel on a butane cigarette lighter spun. The flame flickered then went out as the guard greedily sucked smoke into his lungs and then exhaled slowly with a sound indicating pure pleasure. Squishy footsteps resumed; Carter counted to five, rose silently, and rushed the guard from behind. An H&K MP5 machine gun hung over the guard's right shoulder instead of being carried at the ready position as it had been previous to the start of his smoke break.

A fraction of a second too late, the guard's back stiffened as he heard Carter sloshing in a dead run. He turned slightly to the right as the H&K's strap slipped off his shoulder in a practiced move. The cigarette fell from his fingers in slow motion. Both hands grasped the H&K as his body continued to swivel to the right. The gun barrel leveled as it swung in an arc toward his attacker. 

Carter lunged forward with the stun gun extended as he pushed the MP5's heavy barrel and suppressor away with his right forearm. His feet slipped in the slush. Momentum carried him to the guard’s left shoulder. The prongs touched the guard's exposed neck forcefully above the upturned collar. Immediately five million volts of electricity surged through the man's body. A single, suppressed bullet shot from the machine gun. In an instant, the guard contorted and shuddered before silently crumpling to the ground where he shook and slobbered for several seconds. Unless he suffered from a serious heart condition he would survive. And if he didn't survive, Carter would not extend sympathy to him. The mercenary chose to be an enabler to a sleazy criminal for a minor share of tainted money. 

Carter dragged the comatose man behind the row of shrubs and quickly secured his hands and feet with cable ties. Duct tape covered his mouth. Carter pocketed the guard's radio before tossing the H&K rifle through the fence opening. They would add it to their substantial arsenal. He checked his surroundings for movement; there were no visible signs he'd been discovered or the muted shot heard.

At a fast trot, he ran toward the imposing residence and met Kate outside Micovich's office. The fact that she was there attested to her success in neutralizing her assigned guard. Since he'd not heard a disturbance, he surmised it had gone as planned and her target was either subdued or dead. They stood silently in the shadows of mature evergreen plantings. Their mission had been discussed multiple times and both anticipated the next action. 

As Carter drew the 9mm from the thigh holster, his phone vibrated at his hip. He ignored the distraction until it stopped. Immediately, it vibrated again; he ignored it. The mission was almost complete; he could talk later. He aimed through the window at the criminal leader who made millions of dollars importing children for sexual perverts and pedophiles. The phone demanded attention as it vibrated impatiently again. Only Harrison and Kate had the number of his work phone. 

Carter motioned to Kate; they stepped aside into the deep shadows of the tallest shrubbery. He answered curtly, "What?" 

Harrison immediately replied, "I'm having a cantaloupe; you should stop what you are doing and have one too."  Carter glanced at Kate with a confused face as he pondered Harrison's cryptic message. He despised the heavy, yucky taste of cantaloupe and Harrison knew that.

Frustration dominated his thoughts, then his expression went slack. "Shit!" He muttered viler curse words as he turned to Kate and whispered, "Something's up. Disengage, we've been compromised."

They doggedly retreated, intent on leaving the area and the state as originally planned. Twenty feet from the house, Carter stopped Kate to whisper, "This is bullshit; we're too close to abandon Micovich now. I'm going to finish this before we leave. Keep watch." He turned and scurried back to the window. Kate followed and covered his back, observing the area in case more guards responded. She removed her confiscated MP5 from her shoulder and held it at the ready position. 

Micovich sat with his back to the window talking on the landline. His sock-covered feet rested on an ornate mahogany desk. His arms moved in time with his speech, emphasizing points he made to the person he spoke with.  

Carter tapped the silencer against the glass twice, then again causing the target to straighten and search for the unexpected, annoying clicks. Micovich held the phone away from his ear and swiveled his body side to side, then cocked his head slightly to the left and listened intently for the subtle out of place tapping to repeat. Two more forceful taps pinpointed the source of the intruding noise. His chair spun in a half circle toward the window. His eyes opened wide as he grasped the danger. Before he could evade his death sentence, two hollow-point bullets crashed through the double-pane glass, entered his forehead, and separated into fragments. Blood droplets splattered the desk behind him, and the pervert gradually slid from the leather chair without voicing a sound.

They jogged toward their exit in the fence as Carter said, "Now I can sleep in peace; a well-deserved dose of justice has been served." Kate smiled as she nodded her agreement.

––––––––
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Four days later, Carter and Kate helicoptered in under tight security to meet Harrison J. Withers at a private, rustic lodge high up a mountain range in northwestern Montana. Winter controlled the low temperature at the high elevations and abundant snowfall softened the harsh landscape. The only access road to the lodge was snowed shut and would remain closed ‘til mid-June after the springtime thaw.

Kate leaned close to Carter and spoke loudly over the noise of the turbine engine. "It's always thrilling to fly over such pristine mountainous country in the dead of winter. It is such a beautiful but desolate and dangerous place."

"And it's almost impossible to cross by any other mechanical method," he added before coughing. 

Snow-covered spruce forest filled the valleys and up near the ridges of lesser peaks.

As the aircraft approached a circle of plowed landing area, a red and yellow snowcat stopped a hundred yards away. The pilot cautiously felt his way down through the thick swirling cloud of snowflakes stirred by the downdraft from the chopper's blades. With a lurch, the chopper's skid bars settled on the packed landing area, the blades slowed, and the turbine's whine died away to silence. 

The rotor blades came to a complete stop, and Carter and Kate stepped from the cabin with their gear. They stared at the magnificent two-story rustic lodge complex several hundred yards away as the snowcat approached to convey them to the warmth of their destination. Mountain peaks jutted upward framing the weathered lodge in black and white splendor.

Harrison waved from the front porch extending across the structure's main portion before retreating inside to the warmth radiating from multiple fireplaces. Smoke and heat waves rose from three towering chimneys to dissipate in the sub-freezing temperature. Carter sniffled and hugged his heavy coat with both arms in an attempt to stay warm.

After leaving their arctic outerwear with their luggage in their assigned bedroom, they received a tour of the elegantly appointed grand lodge. The floor, walls, and ceiling were naturally finished wood. Kate was enthralled with the furnishings when she wasn't frozen in front of windows taking in the spectacular views of the awesome snow-covered crags and outcroppings marring the mountain's majestic rise. Harrison promised them breathtaking ski runs to the bottom of several valleys where the helicopter would airlift them up the mountains for the next run down a different slope.

Strong, hot coffees were passed around before the three friends settled into upholstered seating in front of a massive, gray native stone fireplace. The fire popped and cracked as orange and blue flames danced across the three-foot-long split logs.

Kate took in Harrison's relaxed attire: casual oxblood loafers, Levi's and a red and black plaid flannel shirt under a heavy, black cloth vest. She had never seen him dressed down before. He appeared relaxed, but she noted a stiffness in his posture and behind his smiling expression.

Harrison exhaled deeply, then began the explanation they'd been invited to hear. "Nine months ago, the son of a retired judge gained access to our group through his father's sponsorship. I wasn't comfortable with the information on the son's application; I felt it was too vague and requested a deeper audit. I was overruled by the vetting committee, and the son was soon accepted. It was a fatal mistake on their part." Harrison stopped speaking as an elderly man approached. "This is Henry, our fulltime caretaker. He and his wife Ethel take excellent care of the premises and our guests."

The gray haired but fit looking man in his early sixties nodded then spent several minutes placing several long, heavy logs on the fire before he refilled their thick mugs.

When they were again alone, Harrison continued. "The vetting group was obviously influenced heavily by the father's long-term support and dedication to the group. He was one of the original founding members. Several months later one of our members, who is in middle management with the FBI, learned the son approached the agency with claims his father was involved in vigilante actions. He wanted his father and the unnamed organization stopped and prosecuted.

"Another higher ensconced member of our group followed up with a more senior department head of the FBI and received confirmation the same evening I called you. He assured me the group was compromised and my name had surfaced as the primary field contact. Due to the structure of our organization and the son's short involvement, he could only name me and two others on his entry level. I digress. That was when I contacted you to abandon the case you and Kate were so close to finalizing." Harrison looked over his spectacles at Carter, then to Kate. "It appears the information came through a bit too late to disengage before the final solution was carried out. At least that was what my last report indicated." He smirked knowingly.

Carter turned to Kate and winked, then coughed shallowly into his arm pit twice.

"The judge immediately denounced his son and cut off all ties with him; he even changed his will to disinherit the turncoat. But the damage to the organization was done and is irrevocable. The judge apologized profusely to the other original organizers, but he, too, has been removed from all ties to us. I truly feel sorry for my geriatric friend. He not only was betrayed by a son he trusted, but he now feels personally responsible for destroying an organization he believed in with his heart and soul. He's a broken man. I fear the betrayal may affect his overall mental and physical health and shorten his life. I've known him personally for at least thirty years and feel for him." Harrison shifted in his chair and stared at the flickering flames before continuing.

"I expect to be approached by FBI agents soon during their investigation, but I'm not overly concerned. From the inception of our group, we've covered our tracks well in anticipation of such an unlikely event."

Kate stopped Harrison. "Is there any chance the group will reorganize again in the near future, or is the shutdown final and permanent?"

"At this point, it is permanent. That could change in time if the FBI closes the investigation and writes the complaint off as unsubstantiated. Of course, that could take several years. And even with their closure, we would wait a substantial amount of time before reorganizing. Finding the appropriate personnel with the training, mindset and wealth required to regroup would be daunting and could take several years even after reorganization is felt safe.” He sighed and paused. “By then I will likely not be able to assume my past position.  I am eternally grateful we learned of the betrayal in time to shut down all activities before the group was further compromised. The results could have been much worse. Without knowledge of the informant's betrayal, he could have become a mole for the FBI and infiltrated the group deeply over several years’ time." 

Harrison glanced at his wristwatch. "Lunch is likely ready. Let's go to the dining room and see what we are blessed with this afternoon. Ethel spoke this morning of serving her version of a Greek type salad along with buffalo burgers in wine sauce perched over a blend of sautéed veggies and brown rice." Harrison grinned and patted his stomach. "For breakfast I was allowed spiced coffee and a sample of the apple crisp dessert she's serving."

Carter listened half-heartedly to the light banter between Kate and Harrison as they ate while part of his mind wandered to his and Kate's future. What the hell will we do now? The vigilante organization wasn't just a job, it was a vocation, something we believed in and were good at. Kate has a college degree in business management, but she hasn't used it for almost twenty years. And me: I was a Marine sniper, then an LA cop/detective, and finally a vigilante investigator/hit man. Neither of us has an impressive résumé for typical civilian jobs. 

While working for Harrison, I've accumulated more than a million dollars in my offshore account, and I know Kate's net worth is far greater. Now what do we apply our resources to? I can't afford to retire; there's no way I could live on forty to sixty thousand or thereabouts dollars a year from interest on my principal money amount. Besides that, I'd be bored to death without something meaningful to do. Unfortunately, all my skills are law enforcement related; how do I apply those to a civilian job? Truthfully, I don't want to work for one of the large investigative firms that hire hundreds of ex-law enforcement personnel. I'm used to running my own show and making decisions based on the facts I gather. The micromanagement and inefficiencies found in large organizations would drive me nuts. At some point soon, I'll be forced into a decision. But at the moment, I'm at a loss as to what way to turn. All thanks to that judge's damned ultraliberal son. It's hard to fathom how he could turn on his own father without first speaking to him and pleading with him to stop the group's actions.

As a Marine sniper, Carter received full authority to take out the bad guys when he found them. As a Los Angeles cop and detective, he was sickened by the ultraliberal court system that often allowed heinous killers go free because of legal mumbo jumbo technicalities. That was when he began tracking a few of the worst serial pedophiles and rapists on his own and stopping them the only way he knew how. But the vigilante organization had been the end-all answer for him. Operating in complete obscurity allowed them to gather evidence and walk away, turn evidence over to the authorities, or assassinate the rotten bastards they'd judged and convicted.

The trio returned to the main lounge and the warmth radiating from the huge fireplace. Kate snuggled close to Carter on an upholstered couch while Harrison poured their drinks. Carter asked for his standard Wild Turkey bourbon on the rocks while Kate and Harrison opted to share an Australian Pinot Grigio. Carter had nearly recovered from the common cold he'd been fighting since getting soaked and chilled on their final mission.

Harrison sat across from the couple. "Now some good news for the two of you. As you may have suspected, our group operated with a large reserve of funds as was appropriate for the operations we supported. With monies recovered from accounts belonging to our criminal targets added to funds donated by our wealthy members, there was over fifteen million dollars at the time we ceased operations. Each of you, as well as our third field investigator, will benefit from two and a half million dollars deposited to your offshore accounts. Those transfers will be completed before the week is out. Other support personnel will be similarly rewarded with bonuses for the work they did to support your field operations. Each of you has earned every cent of it, and I only wish there were more to give you a start on whatever you plan to do next." Harrison stopped to look at them quizzically. "I see blank expressions. Do you not have a plan in mind?"  

Carter shook his head dejectedly as Kate glanced at him. She turned to Harrison. "We have no idea what we’ll do next. Last week's surprise announcement dominated our thoughts, and we have not moved to develop a definite future plan yet. We have broached a few career choices but only in the most cursory terms." She shrugged her shoulders and threw him a confused expression.

Harrison hesitated . . . "Might I suggest a field I believe the pair of you would excel at? You each have superb qualifications for it," He slowly offered, "Why not explore becoming legitimate private detectives? You have plenty of money to open your own agency anywhere in the country. As the sports jocks like to say, you would be in control of your own destiny." 

Carter pulled Kate close. "We've touched briefly on some form of investigative work but hadn't seriously considered being sole proprietors in our own business. That's a good suggestion; we'll look into it." 

Kate turned to him. "Yes, that sounds interesting. I like the idea of the independence our own agency would allow us to have. We also have enough funding between us for it to be a top tier firm right from the beginning."  

"Good decision," Harrison praised. "Now let's dress for skiing and hit the slopes for a few hours until dusk sets in." 


Chapter Two



Four months after the skiing trip, Carter and Kate prepared to open a detective agency in St. Louis, Missouri. They chose the area because it was close to Kate's mother in Kansas City, but not too close.  Ester Pennington was already pining to drive over for routine visits with Kate. 

The couple purchased a building in an established area west of downtown St. Louis near the Italian Hill section and gutted it before starting major renovations. The five-thousand-square-foot first floor was almost finished and would become their business space with enough room for future expansion. The second story was being converted into their ultra-luxurious apartment. Kate took the lead on directing the completion of their living quarters. She told Carter, "The only missing amenity will be a great view to complement the exquisite interior I plan to create. It will be a delicious setting we can relax in or make love in." Carter grinned salaciously as he contemplated the last portion of her statement.

On a busy workday, Carter commented, "Our construction manager says the painting and cleanup of the lower level will be complete by the end of Friday's workday." 

A painter passed them with a paint bucket and entered Kate's future office. Noise from drywall installers on the second floor caused her to pause for a break in the staccato thumping before replying to Carter. She cocked her head toward him. "She also mentioned the work would have finished two weeks ago if you had not kept making changes to the original plan throughout the job."

He grinned sheepishly. "Well, the changes I suggested were necessary; it's nearly done, and it looks great. The colors you chose give the whole office a professional look. When did you say the office furniture and other stuff will be delivered?"

Kate removed a small notebook from her plaid shirt's pocket. "Next Tuesday for office furniture. Keith, the electronics guy, brings the computers, printers, etc. and the communications equipment he provides on Wednesday. He plans to finish installation and testing Thursday. The iris scan security system is being installed Thursday and Friday. Decorating amenities begin to arrive Thursday morning." She stepped close to Carter and got his attention. "You need to plan to be around to open boxes and assist a carpenter in hanging items on the walls. Sticky notes will be posted showing where everything is to be placed. I also intend to be here to help if you have questions." Carter listened as he watched an Audi convertible parallel park at the curb in front of the office.

At one minute before ten, the doorbell for the front entrance rang a muted, classical tune. A leggy, elegantly attired lady waited in the alcove at the entrance. Carter thought she appeared to be in her late twenties to early thirties but knew better. 

"That must be Deline Durand." Kate hesitated momentarily then moved toward the double doors to welcome the receptionist/office manager applicant. In addition to Ms. Durand’s submitted resume, Kate and Carter had performed an internet search of the applicant's history prior to scheduling the interview. Both were reluctant to even meet with her because she was so obviously overqualified. They were stunned that a person with a law degree from Harvard University would apply for the position they advertised, or that she would be adamant in requesting an interview despite their reluctance. 

Deline stood before them, resplendent in an ankle-length silk skirt with bold floral prints over a black background. A solid mauve, short sleeved, silk blouse coordinated with the skirt’s colorful flowers. Around her neck wound a silk scarf that picked up two of the skirt’s colors. Three-inch black heels finished off the outfit. Kate felt seriously underdressed in trainers, Levi’s and a short-sleeved cotton blouse she planned to work in at the office construction site.

After hasty introductions Carter said, "It's too noisy and busy to talk here with the construction work going on. I reserved a room at a restaurant two blocks away where we can have privacy for the interview and then order lunch. We'll take Kate's SUV; it's parked out back." 

He glanced at the dog-eared application in his hand as they walked to the rear exit. Having read it numerous times, he was fully aware of the contents and still questioned the applicant's motives. Being investigators, they’d learned Deline Angelina Durand Esq. was thirty-four, five feet ten, brunette, with hazel eyes. The form didn't disclose that she was alluring, slender, shapely, deeply tanned, had distinctive cheekbones and floated like a gazelle crossing the Serengeti Plains. He couldn't imagine why such a high-class, successful lady would want to work as a secretary in a two-person detective agency. Was she hiding an ulterior motive?

The rotund restaurant manager seated the trio in a small, private meeting room and had coffee and ice water brought in. Three of the papered walls displayed what Carter assumed were old original oil paintings. 

They sipped hot coffee and made small talk before Deline spoke. "If you do not object, I request to deviate from the usual interview format where the two of you ask relevant questions based on the somewhat standard application form." 

Kate and Carter made eye contact, shrugged, and nodded their consent. Nothing about this applicant fit Kate's perception of what she expected in a clerk-secretary, so the interview might as well be unorthodox too. She was uneasy but curious as to the woman's motive to engage in a subservient position when she was clearly an accomplished professional with superb credentials.

"My father was a surgeon in France and my mother a professor in the studies of Arabic Language and Culture. He is a French national; my mother is mixed Asian. Both are retired and healthy. I came to the United States from my home outside Paris at seventeen years of age. At that time, I married my first husband, and we lived in Boston. We met in France through friends of my parents while he vacationed." Deline paused then confided her embarrassment. "I was too wild and immature to be married at that age especially to a set in his ways older man. Soon after we married, I enrolled in law school at Harvard. A divorce after four years was our mutual decision." 

She straightened the papers in front of her. "I continued my studies after the divorce. Six months after our failed union, I married my second husband, Jared; we divorced three years later." Her grin was muted. but discernable. "I must be difficult for older men to live with." Again, the impish grin. "I received my law degree from Harvard University School of Law after six years of studies. Upon passing the New York State Bar Exam, I joined the small but prestigious firm of Hilliard, Jacoby and Eichmann.  I do not have children, and I reverted to my maiden name after each disunion. After four years at H, J and E, I advanced to full partner; two years later I retired from the practice of law of my own choosing. 

"Currently I reside on the shore at Lake of the Ozarks where I write romance novels; my books top the best sellers list at Amazon and several other retailers under my pen name, Angelina Chevalier. But churning out sexy cookie cutter novels has become boring. I rejected the daily grind of litigation, but I need something with depth and purpose to fill my time. I do not require a large salary; I am independently wealthy with large divorce settlements from two older and highly successful, mega rich, ex-husbands as well as my own past and present substantial earnings."

Deline looked to Kate then to Carter. "I apologize in advance if the following details make you uncomfortable. I, too, did my own research to dissect the new employers I have chosen." Again, the barely contained impish grin forced its way to the forefront of her features. Kate frowned at the statement indicating she and Carter had been selected without their input or approval. She found the cheekiness of this woman appalling. 

Carter, too, was taken aback to learn they had been chosen as if they had nothing to say in the matter. He felt as if they were on an auction block. The detectives turned to each other. Carter cocked his head to the side as he wondered what was coming next. He gave a little smirk, rubbed his right finger alongside his nose, then nodded for Deline to continue. 

A waitress knocked then entered with a fresh pot of coffee. Deline deferred to her presence until they were again left in solitude, and she could continue.  

Deline studied her notes as she cleared her throat, sipped her coffee, then looked up. "Carter A. Johnson, after six years in the Marine Corps, you joined the Los Angeles Police Department. As a homicide detective, you were falsely accused of nefarious actions shortly before you left the department. At your trial, a high-dollar defense attorney, whom by the way, you
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