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As the dawning sun slanted in through the south window of my bedroom, I woke up. I love the light at that time of morning. So soft and full of hope for the day.

I glanced down at the gentle rise of my breasts beneath the thick cotton rose-patterned bedspread and just lay there for a moment. I thought about pleasuring myself, but decided against it. I’d save that for a more stressful time. A time when I really needed the release. A run along the beach. That’s what I really needed at the moment.

Under the covers I pointed my toes, then my heels to stretch out my thighs and calves. I stretched my arms high over my head to stretch my sides. I held the position, my fingers intertwined, then inverted my palms and felt my shoulders stretch too. Finally I lowered my hands, allowing them to plop onto the bedspread where it covered my hips. 

To the ceiling, quietly, I said, “Another luxurious day in paradise.” Then I lazily rolled my head to the right to look through the floor-to-ceiling sliding windows that double as a door to my small patio. I call it my observation deck.

The Mediterranean filled most of the window. The dawning shades of ice-blue to dark-blue water were beautiful, especially juxtaposed here and there with the wind-whipped whitecaps. Those were just beginning to take on the early morning glow of the first touch of sunlight. And all of that was contrasted with the bright, warm brown-orange on the north side of the rock outcropping just inside the eastern edge of the window. 

The whole view was incredible. A horizontal shadow stretched away from the rock to a pinnacle pointing west. 

“Yes,” I murmured. “I will run in that direction this morning. The sun will warm my back on the way out and my face on the way back.” It was a little verbal ritual I repeated on most mornings. Maybe a homage to the peaceful early-morning surroundings

“But you always run that direction in the morning.” The statement was a mixture of French and heavily accented English.

I jerked my head back to the left. 

A man was seated on the wingback chair in the dark corner just inside my bedroom door.
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Henrí smiled and leaned forward in the chair. As the morning light splashed across his face, he clasped his hands between his knees. In a heavy French accent, he said, “Do you never wonder, mon cher, what lies to the east of the rock?”

This time I recognized the voice. It was Henrí Piccolo, my friend. 

I sat up, the bedspread and top sheet falling from my breasts to my waist. “Henrí, what are you doing here? Did I leave my door unlocked again? I’ve told you it can be dangerous to sneak up on me. What if I had a loaded gun under my pillow?” I grasped the pillow to my right and hurled it at him.

He caught it and laughed as he twisted slightly to set it behind him in the chair. “But you would never shoot me, cher. You have lovely arms, you know.” 

I flopped the covers back with my right hand, swung my legs off the opposite side of the bed and headed for the bathroom. “I have lovely everything,” I said, “not that you’d notice.” At six feet tall and trim, I was careful to glide gracefully across the carpet.

“Oh, but I do notice, mon cher. Your buttocks when you walk—they are like two perfectly smooth moons, vying for position in a firmament of wonder. And surely your shoulder blades mark the place where your wings detached—” 

I closed the bathroom door, quieting the rest of his reply: “When you came to live among us mere mortals.”

As I sat down in the bathroom, I said, “Bullshit.” He probably got the muffled version. 

He raised his voice slightly. “Do not curse, Melanie. Such ‘orrible words should never mar the lips of such a remarkable beauty as yourself.”

He was really pouring it on this morning.

I flushed the toilet, washed and dried my hands, and grabbed my knee-length white cotton robe from the hook on the back of the door. As I opened it and stepped through, I was tying my robe at my waist. “What makes you think you’re an expert on the female body, Henrí?”

He grinned and gestured dramatically with his right hand, as if delivering a soliloquy. “Only that I can admire it without wishing to sully it with my contribution, cher. Only that I can cherish it with a purity that—”

“Bullshit,” I said again. I scratched my head vigorously with both hands, then ran my fingers through my hair to comb it. “I would think you’d find the female form abhorrent.”

His eyes grew wide and he flashed me a faux look of horror. “Moi? Oh no, mon cher! Not at all!” He grinned broadly. “After all, a thing of exquisite beauty is a thing of exquisite beauty, eh? Even when it is not to my particular taste.”

I stopped at the foot of my bed, laughed, and crossed my arms, leaning forward slightly. “What do you want, Henrí?”

He stood and straightened to his full height of 5’4”. He might be 120 pounds if his pockets were full of sand. He removed his bright purple beret—it matched his trousers—revealing a horseshoe of close-cropped white hair around his mostly bald head. With his cute little round nose, he reminded me a little of a leprechaun. 

He held the beret to his chest with both hands. It formed a near-perfect circle against his uncharacteristically bland white button-down shirt. Again he made his eyes wide, then arched his eyebrows and blinked a couple of times for effect. “Want? Moi?”

“Yes, want. What is it?”

He gestured flamboyantly with both hands. “Ah, but I want nothing more than to admire you from afar, mon cher. To bask in your exquisite—”

I moved my hands to my hips. “Oh can the crap, Henrí, seriously. I’m not feeling all that exquisite at the moment. And besides, I have to get ready for my run, so—” I stopped and frowned. “Is Georges all right?” The last two times Henrí had shown up out of the blue, it was because of his lover.

Henrí is a mere slip of a man. Georges, on the other hand, is almost as tall as I am, and he weighs 300 pounds if he weighs an ounce. Henrí often refers to him as “the beast.” Which is his way of referring to himself as “the beauty” without actually saying the words. 

Henrí is also always meticulously dressed and clean shaven but for a pencil-line moustache that he touches up every few days with black mascara. Georges is more the unshaven, unkempt, shorts and t-shirt type, though his t-shirt never manages to quite cover his bulging belly. 

But despite their physical appearance, Henrí is the outgoing, flamboyant one of the pair. To my endless annoyance, he also enjoys the sound of his own voice. Georges is much more quiet and reserved, even shy. Especially in the face of a threat.

Henrí wagged one hand. “Oui, oui, the beast is fine. He is in a tizzy at the moment and not fit for human interaction, but otherwise he is fine.”

“What’s he upset about?”

“Nothing, mon cher. Nothing that you need bother with.”

“Tell me, Henrí.”

He looked at the floor for a moment, then shook his head. Still looking at the floor and barely above a whisper, he said, “It is not right, a pair of old queens having a woman as their defender.”

I huffed and crossed my arms over my chest again. “Fine,” I said. “I won’t do anything without your permission. Okay? But I don’t like it when people pick on my friends.”

He looked up and quickly wiped a tear—probably a forced tear—from his right eye. “Friends? We—we are your friends?”

“Of course you’re my friends. At least you are. I barely know Georges, but—”

“No. He does not get out much.”

“Still, he’s your friend, so that makes him my friend. So what’s going on?”

“Oh, just some men. Last night, down on the beach. You know François’s Place?”

“Of course.” François’s Place was one of the cafés along the beach where you could get a decent meal, usually steak or seafood. François’s was also one of the few places on the east side of the rock, which was the unofficial eastern boundary of Cassis. 

“They were drunk, I am sure, and far beyond the ability to police their own tongues, so—”

“They were drunk but you were eating supper? What time was this?”

“It was only around 7:30, maybe a little later. They must have started early.”

“And?”

He shrugged. “Nothing really. They said some things. Some hurtful things.” He looked at the floor again. “Mostly about me.” When he looked up again, he arched his left eyebrow. Pain was evident in his eyes. “Why do people feel a need to be so mean, Melanie?”

“If you ever figure it out, let me know.” I rolled one hand in the air. “So then what happened?”

He shrugged again. “Georges stood up, probably so they could see how big he is. He is intimidating to look at, but Georges would not harm a fly. He is afraid because of how big he is. But he did not move away from our table. He only asked them to please keep their comments to themselves. Just like that. That’s just how he said it, calmly and quietly, so nobody else could ‘ear. He didn’t want to embarrass them, so—”

Again I rolled my hand. “And then?”

“The men were all sitting at one table. When Georges spoke, one stood up as if he was fired out of a cannon. He crossed the floor and jabbed Georges in the chest with his finger. He said, ‘Sit down and shut up, little woman.’ 

“The force of his jab caused Georges to sit down, but he stood back up right away. I think it was more an automatic reaction than anything. But when Georges stood back up, the little man grinned and—”

“Little man? How big was the guy?”

“Bigger than I am, certainly, but not half the size of Georges. But he grinned and put his hands on Georges’ chest. On his breasts, you see. And he squeezed them and laughed. He said if he had ‘teats’ like those he would never get out of bed.” 

I muttered, “He’s probably just that easy to entertain.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

He shook his head. “The other men at the table were laughing too. They were crude, crude men, cher. And they were starting to get up. From the look in their eyes, I could tell they meant to beat Georges, and maybe me too. After all, I was right there. And I was dressed finely, as I usually am. Not that such men need an excuse.”

“No. No, they don’t. So you got out okay?”

“Yes. I stood quickly and raised one hand, like this.” He raised his right hand, palm out. “Then I smiled and said, ‘Gentlemen, we would like to stay and chat with you, but we really must be going.’ And behind me with my other hand, I was gesturing for Georges to move toward the door. 

“When I turned around to follow Georges, one of the men kicked me, here.” He placed his left hand on his lower back. “The force of it shoved me against Georges, who was in front of me. As I put my hands on Georges’ side to catch myself, one of them yelled, ‘Look! They’re going to do it right ‘ere!’ and they all started laughing again.

“I used my position to push Georges—lightly, of course, so he would open the door and go out—and I followed him. Fortunately, the men inside went back to their drinks and their laughter.” He looked at the floor again. “I was frightened, cher. And I was embarrassed for us both.”

I stepped forward and touched his arm. “I don’t wonder. But it’ll be all right. At least you weren’t hurt. Physically, I mean.”

“No. Not this time.”

“Was there anything else? I really do have to get ready for my run now.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What are you going to do?”

“I told you, I won’t do anything, okay? I mean, think about it, Henrí. I don’t even know what the creeps look like, except one was a little taller than you and half the size of Georges. Right? And that’s most every man in France.”

He nodded.

“Okay. So you go on home and let me get ready for my run, okay?”

“All right.” He took my right hand, raised it to his lips, bowed slightly and kissed it. “Thank you for listening to me, Melanie.” Then he turned for the door.

I walked with him. “No problem. In fact, you can pay me back if you want to.”

He turned around and smiled broadly. “And I will be happy to do so. How?”

“By accompanying me to dinner tonight. I hate to eat alone. You and Georges can both come. On me. It’s time I got to know him better anyway.”

“All right. What did you have in mind?”

“Say around 7?”

“All right. Where?”

“How about François’s Place? I’ve heard the food is great there, and you like it, right?”

He wagged one finger at me. “Now, Melanie, you cannot—”

“Good. I’ll see you at 7, then. I’ll meet the two of you there. Be on time, all right? And you can show yourself out. I have to get dressed.” Then I pushed him lightly on the back and closed my bedroom door behind him.
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A half-hour later I was on the beach in my pink-nylon running shorts with my VaporStream device in a small pocket inside the waistband. I try to keep it with me at all times. I was also wearing a pink sports bra, my matching headband and my Nike running shoes, pounding sand in a smooth rhythm as I ran along the beach. 

I love taking the early morning air along the seashore. It invigorates me. 

The run was great, the sand springy. I didn’t even mind when it flew up from my heels to pepper the backs of my thighs and calves as I ran. There were a few other men, women, and couples on the beach. A few were braving the cold Mediterranean, and a few were digging for clams. None of them bothered me, and only a few—the men—even glanced in my direction. 

Only one other person, a man, was near the west side of the rock. He was young, maybe 30, a little taller than me at maybe 6’2”. He had neatly trimmed medium-brown hair, no facial hair, and a trim, well-muscled physique.

He was dressed in running gear: a pair of pale-green shorts, running shoes and a sweatband but with a bare torso. When I began my run, he was still stretching, but soon I could hear his soft footfalls and his quiet, huffed breaths. His shadow stretched to the right and about mid-torso of my own shadow.

So he was behind me to the right, maybe five or ten yards back. So he’d almost caught up to me, yet he remained behind. 

Most mornings I run about two miles out and two miles back. But there’s another, smaller promontory some three miles west of the rock. I’d been there a few times. Once you pass the north side, the west side angles sharply back to the southeast, effectively blocking the view from any house above the beach. 

I decided to lengthen my normal run. If the gentleman behind me had any intentions, the smaller promontory would give me the opportunity to be alone with him and out of the view of others. He would be on my turf and I’d have the advantage. 

I didn’t glance back, but kept track of him with his shadow and my hearing.

When the promontory was within a quarter-mile or so, the shadow alongside mine shortened, moved to the right, then disappeared.

I could still hear his footfalls and his breathing, but both were receding, and soon they disappeared.

Since I’d set out for the smaller rock, I continued until I’d passed it, then turned around and ran back.

The man was nowhere in sight. 
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The rest of the day was normal, mostly. When I got back, I dropped my running gear into the hamper, then showered and got dressed. My hair and eyes are dark brown, and I like brown. I also like being well-dressed even when I’m at home.

Though I didn’t plan to go out until I met Henrí and Georges for supper, from my closet I chose a brown pantsuit with fine, light-blue pinstripes, brown leather shoes with very low heels—I call them “schoolmarm’s shoes”—and a tan blouse. I read for awhile, a Kevin Tumlinson thriller, then made breakfast. 

Afterward I washed and dried two loads of laundry, then prepared and ate a small salad with plenty of ranch dressing for lunch. I’m generally careful what I eat. Almost no bread or potatoes, for example, but lots of protein. On the other hand, I do indulge with dressings on my salads.

I returned to Tumlinson’s novel and was steeped in that fast-paced world when the tone sounded from my VaporStream device, which lay on the table next to me.

The device resembles a small smart phone. It has a small screen, maybe two by three inches, and two buttons. Pressing the On button enables you to view the message in light green text on the dark background. The Send button is a little larger. You press it within 5 minutes to acknowledge receipt, which also means you've accepted the assignment. Other than acknowledging receipt and acceptance of a mission, the VaporStream device—I consider it a pager—is strictly one-way communication.

Mr. Thomas Jefferson Blackwell himself, the owner of Blackwell Ops, sends each assignment, at least as far as I know. I’m not sure what happens if the operative doesn’t press Send within five minutes. Probably he moves on to the next operative on his list. During the final stage of my interview, he said only that I could refuse two assignments in a row. After that, I would be removed from the payroll and considered deceased. With the sensitive nature of our work, I suspect he probably sends another operative to make sure of that fact. Or to enact it.

Anyway, I have never failed to accept an assignment during my time with the company, a little over two years. My specialties, which I acquired as a former member of the Israeli Defense Forces and a former runway model, are misdirection, seduction, sedition and neutralization. I usually apply them in that order. 

I’m a natural with any small arms I encounter, including most of the world’s firearms and knives. I also hold a black belt in Krav Maga, a discipline of martial arts that is more martial than art. It is not for sporting competition but for disabling or killing an opponent quickly and effectively.

I laid the novel aside, picked up the VaporStream device, and pressed the On button.

Proceed to Istanbul via air tomorrow earliest. 

Contact Metin Yilmaz, a shipping magnate and a dog.

Obtain sensitive documents and messenger them to us.

The client does not want to pay him.

Well, that was clear enough. It said nothing about how I was to find Mr. Yilmaz once I got there, but it specified that I was to go by plane and when, so I assumed someone would meet me at the airport. I was glad for the slight delay. I would still be able to attend supper with my friends tonight and maybe correct the manners of their previous assailants.

The second line didn’t mean my contact was a canine. It meant he was a person who tends toward lascivious behavior. Given my particular skills, that works for me. 

The third line was self-explanatory, except that it didn’t specify how I was to “messenger” the documents. 

And the last—well, people who are no longer living don’t worry about collecting money. The instruction there was implicit.

I had never been to Istanbul. Not that I had a driving desire to go, but I’ve heard it’s an interesting place. And this was the first assignment I’d received in almost three months. 

The one drawback to the VaporStream service is that once the message is received and read—once the Send button is pressed—it is gone forever. It doesn’t leave anything that can be traced, even metadata. Which of course is why TJ chooses to use it. 

I read the message again, twice, aloud but quietly both times to more deeply commit it to memory, then pressed Send. Afterward I glanced up at the clock on the wall of my living room opposite the couch. It was already almost 6 p.m. 

That clock is battery powered, at once
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