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Washington D.C.  July 4th, 1928 10:08pm

––––––––
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“3, 2, 1...,” the sound of the gun firing reverberated throughout the small room as what was left of the man’s head exploded against the wall behind him.  Pieces of bone, tissue and blood formed a random pattern on the wall with the larger pieces already beginning to slide down to the floor.  Jonas had learned a long time ago to maintain a certain distance from people when he shot them.  Some people simply exploded when shot and it was a lot harder to get pieces of flesh and bodily fluids out of your clothes than the average person would’ve ever realized.

Jonas took a few steps forward and looked at the man tied to the chair.  He had to give the man credit. He’d always figured that the Americans were a soft, weak-minded people.  This man had taken as much torture as he could think of for the past two hours and yet he still refused to tell him anything.  Even at the end, Jonas had given him one last chance to save himself but to no avail.  No begging, no pleading. The man, who looked to be in his mid-30’s, was physically fit, and handsome.  Well, at least he used to be before all the cutting and the 9mm round that smashed into his face.  The man had been discreetly nosing around Jonas’ employer for the past few weeks.  His employer, Frederick Livingston, was an insufferable fool but he was paying Jonas quite well.  This man had risked his life looking for information about Livingston.  Whatever the information was, it had to be important.

Although the man didn’t have any identification on him, Jonas figured him to be a law enforcement agent, in the employ of the U.S. federal government.  With the successful way the stock market was going, Jonas highly doubted any local police agency would be interested in any sort of investigation into Livingston’s financial dealings.  Still, he had no proof of that and there was work to do.

Jonas sat down in a rickety upholstered chair and stared at the man again.  He removed a handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped his brow, surprised how much he had been sweating.  Another dirty secret about torture that most people didn’t know was that it was exhausting.  Between the physical abuse followed by trying to break someone mentally, it took a lot out of the interrogator.

Jonas looked around the room one last time and sighed.  It was the typical flophouse masquerading as a hotel.  Furniture twenty years out of date, and from the extremely well-worn look, he guessed it’d been obtained second hand.  He’d seen plenty of hotels like this in his travels and it didn’t seem to matter what country they were in.  It was a type of place where people, usually criminals, came and went with few questions from the clerk behind the front desk.  As long as the room was paid for in advance, no one cared what your business was.  The area surrounding the hotel was just as run-down which meant that no one would be bothered hearing the occasional gunshot.   He’d specifically chosen this hotel for these qualities, and it had no guests at the time he had checked in.

Even after a week, there was still no one here except for the occasional prostitute and customer who never stayed more than an hour.  Far from being a prude, the fact that the one prostitute had propositioned him a few days ago after she left the room next door had surprised him.  She had an average height and build, with dirty blonde hair, dull blue eyes set too close together and a faded green dress that had seen better days.  Walking right up to him, she'd lifted her dress and exposed herself.  With a semi-toothless grin, she asked him if he wanted a date.  Lost in thought about how he was going to deal with the agent, and angry he had been caught off guard, he punched her in the face.  She dropped to the floor faster than he expected and he had to step over her to get into his room.  Even after he had closed the door, he still heard her cursing him through the paper-thin wall.  In his line of work, getting caught unaware like that could get you killed.  Unacceptable.  As for hitting her, the only thing he regretted is that he could have drawn attention to himself.  He really didn’t care if he’d injured her though, because she knew that violence was an occupational hazard.  Tall, blonde, handsome, and with an athletic build, Jonas had no problems getting women.  And even if the thought had ever crossed his mind about paying for services, there was no way in hell he would ever pay one dime for that troll.

It had been easy to lure the man to the hotel as he had left enough clues for the man to follow.  When he thought about it, the clues were almost too easy.  Perhaps the man wasn’t as good as he thought because he should have seen the trap.  He would have.  No matter, he would find out who the leak was in Livingston’s organization.  The fact that someone was providing the government with highly classified information bothered him even if it didn’t affect him directly.  Jonas was many things, but the one thing he absolutely despised was a traitor.  Whether it was in the army or in business, loyalty was paramount to success.  He could think of nothing worse than betrayal.  While he had no concrete leads, yet he was gathering enough information to be encouraging.  With the bonus he would collect for silencing the source, Jonas would move on to bigger and better things.  He had no plans to remain employed one minute longer than necessary to Frederick Livingston.  Jonas had worked for some of the most egomaniacal men in the world but in terms of being a pompous ass, Livingston managed to outdo all of them.  With the coming changes back home, Jonas was going to get in early and make his mark on the world’s stage.

Jonas got up from the chair and grabbed a piece of stationary off the desk and wrote a few words on it.  With the blood still wet, he stuck it to the man’s face and smiled.  After checking for any missing chunks of the man on the few belongings Jonas had brought with, he gathered them up, shut off the light and left the room.  His car was parked right outside the hotel’s back door and after he placed the items inside, he returned to the hotel’s office.  Jonas could see the old man through the filthy office door window.  He was reclined in his chair and reading a newspaper.  The old man seemed to bristle when he tried to check in a couple of weeks ago but when presented with two week’s rent in advance, his attitude had greatly improved.   Since then, the man had asked no questions and minded his business when Jonas came and went.

After scanning the shabby lobby from the hallway that led to the back door, Jonas crossed it in a few seconds and knocked on the office door.  Jonas smiled through the door’s thick window and made a motion about using a key. He then shrugged and motioned this time using a begging gesture.

The old man looked up and smiled a yellowed, coffee-stained smile.  Since he was a well-paying customer, the old man made an exception to his rule about no one being allowed in the office.  He shuffled over and opened the door, which creaked in agony.  His right knee had been giving him trouble, so he immediately returned to his chair.  The man dug through his desk drawer for an extra room key and turned around to face the man. The smile quickly turned to a look of terror as he saw the gun in Jonas’s hand.  Without so much as a word, Jonas calmly shot him in the face.  The man tumbled over backwards and the sound of his head hitting the floor sounded like someone dropped a melon.  Jonas walked over and cut off the man’s grimy leather apron. He’d noticed that when the man greedily took his money two weeks ago, he’d shoved it into his apron’s pocket with what looked like a large amount of cash.  Jonas retrieved the money he’d given the old man which was still bound in the rubber band.  After a pause, he took the rest of it and put it into his pocket.  Shooting the old man wasn’t something he enjoyed doing.  As a professional, he simply couldn’t afford to leave any credible witnesses.

He ransacked the office to make it appear that it was just another run-down hotel clerk being robbed and killed.  In this neighborhood, this type of crime wouldn’t rate a second glance from the police.  Eventually though, the agent’s body would be discovered.  The local police wouldn’t care about the man, but Jonas was betting some others would have a good deal of interest.  He hoped the note he left on the man’s face would provoke the men in the unknown agency enough for them to make a mistake.  He would then be there to capitalize on it.

Jonas took one more look around the office.  He then turned the open sign over, shut off the light, locked the door and left.  As he walked to his car, he allowed himself another smile.  His time was coming.  And heaven help those who got in his way.
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Town of Bedford, New York-2 weeks earlier

––––––––
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“I don't care where you think the stock is going to go.  What?  No, look, just do what you're told.”   Stuart Willoughby slammed down the phone and muttered to himself, “Idiot.” 

For all the financial genius that Frederick Livingston professed to have, he really made some foolish choices with his personnel decisions.  Employing some of these stockbrokers simply astonished Willoughby, especially the ones who couldn’t invest their way out of a paper bag.  What was that asshole's name? Smithson?  Willoughby was tired of this fool calling and questioning his orders.  Who the hell did he think he was?   He made a mental note to have Smithson fired on the spot the next time he didn’t do what he was told.  Willoughby sat down in a leather chair next to the window in Livingston’s office. He reclined and put his hands behind head.  He didn’t care if Livingston chided him about this being a working man’s habit.  This position helped him think.

As Livingston’s chief financial officer, Willoughby was the one who ran everything.  Livingston could bray all he wanted to about how he was the mastermind of the business, but Willoughby knew different.  Without him, Livingston couldn’t find his ass with his own hands.  Taking the position under an incompetent egomaniac like Livingston still bothered him tremendously.  But with his financial situation at the time, Willoughby simply had no other option.

Willoughby had been employed by Livingston for the past eight years.  Eight, miserable, agonizingly long years.  He’d known him a few years longer and while Livingston’s family and his were on opposite ends of the class system, Livingston recognized his ability with economics and asked him to work for him.  Asked?  He laughed to himself.  More like dangled a big fat carrot while being patronizing at the same time.  Due to the poor economy after the Great War, Willoughby agreed.  Work or starve to death, it hadn’t really been that tough of a choice.

After he finished his economics degree, Willoughby accompanied Livingston to New York where, due to his family’s wealth and influence, Livingston had been able to take control of a minor bank.  Within a few years, Livingston had brought it up to one of the top ten banks on Wall St.  Or so he liked to boast.  Willoughby had been the driving force behind the financial decisions.  Using subtle suggestions, Willoughby made Livingston look good.  In fact, making Livingston look like he came up with the ideas was exactly what Willoughby wanted.  For now.

Willoughby was making good money right now and even though he operated in the shadow of Livingston, he could handle it.  All he had to do was keep Livingston from making too many stupid decisions.  Unfortunately, that was becoming increasingly difficult to do.

As he looked out the window of the voluminous office in Livingston’s mansion twenty miles north of New York City, he dreaded the conversation he was about to have.  Willoughby had been kept waiting for the past 15 minutes, something that Livingston enjoyed making him do.  Asshole.  The door then flew open and Livingston breezed into the room.

“This had better be good, Willoughby.  I’ve got several things scheduled today and meeting with you wasn’t supposed to be one of them,” Livingston announced with his customary dismissive tone as he took his chair behind his massive mahogany desk.  There were times when Willoughby had to tell prospective business partners what Livingston looked like.  He always described Livingston as having an average build, with a neatly trimmed mustache, and prematurely graying hair. But what really defined him were his icy blue eyes.  I absolutely despise looking into those eyes.

“You know I wouldn’t have called you if it was something that could’ve been handled over the phone, sir” Willoughby retorted as he crossed the room to stand before Livingston.   “We’ve got a problem.”

“So, deal with it, that’s what I pay you for,” Livingston replied, wiping away an imaginary piece of lint from the sleeve of his custom-fitted gray suit.

Willoughby ignored the snide comment. “Unfortunately, it’s not that simple.  Somebody’s been talking to the feds about our business and let’s just say, it’s far from complimentary.  In fact, the information being disseminated is enough to shut us down.”  Willoughby winced inwardly as the last word had left his mouth.

“What?” Livingston thundered as he stood up.  “After all I’ve done for those people, this is the thanks I get?  And you have no idea who in the hell has been stabbing me in the back?”  His head looked like it was going to explode.  Willoughby didn’t think it was possible for the veins on someone’s head to bulge out that far without rupturing.

“If I did, I would’ve taken care of it already.  No, I don’t know who’s doing it.  But whoever it is, they’re giving out information only the executives would know,” Willoughby continued calmly.

“Are you sure? It seems highly unlikely one of my handpicked men would betray me like that.”  Livingston had left his desk and was now pacing in front of the large fireplace.

He continued.  “One, I pay well and every one of those men have become extremely wealthy because of me.  Two, someone speaking with the feds seems improbable. Not one of those sycophants could sneeze without the others knowing because they’re always jockeying for a position of advantage.  And three, they all know what I’m capable of for such treachery.”

“All good points sir, but nevertheless, someone is talking, and we’d better put an end to it quickly,” Willoughby replied, trying to temper his response.  “With your permission, I’ve got somebody in mind to bring in to handle it.”

Livingston stopped pacing and turned around; his left eyebrow raised. “Seriously?” Livingston asked with a tone of disdain. “You have someone in mind for this?”  He turned around again, this time staring out the window, his back facing Willoughby for what seemed to be an intolerable amount of time.

“I applaud your initiative but I’m afraid this is something above your head.  Granted, you are good with the numbers, but this type of an investigation requires something else.  You wouldn’t have a clue.  No, no, I’ll see to this personally.”  Livingston sat back down behind his desk.

“As you wish sir,” Willoughby answered through gritted teeth and turned to leave the office after absorbing yet another condescending lecture.

“Just a minute,” Livingston then called out.

“Sir?” Willoughby turned around and stiffened.

Livingston’s eyes were boring into him.  “How exactly did you come across this information?”

“Sir, you trust me to run one of the largest banks and investment firms on the street.  As such, it’s my job to track everything and everyone and that includes using informants when necessary.  Discretionary spending used on inside sources has benefited us greatly.”

“Until now, it appears.  The very thing that is used to give us advantages now could be the thing that brings us down.  How do you know that your source isn’t the one doing the talking?” Livingston pressed.

“There’s no way to be 100% sure of anything, but he’s never told me anything in confidence that I didn’t confirm later.  And I’m aware of the gossip that occurs daily at the bank but some of the things my source was telling me that had been floating around the bank have me worried.  I’ve got enough reason to believe that it’s something we should take seriously.  Besides, who else besides the feds would be poking their nose into our business?  It certainly wouldn’t be the local police.”

Livingston thought about it for a moment. “Did your source seem concerned?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

“No sir, and that’s the thing that’s most troubling,” Willoughby replied with a frown.

“Why?” Livingston sat up straight.

“The employees, and my source, think it’s just someone sent by one of your executives on some sort of a fact-finding mission as some of the questions being asked indicate an intimate, high-level knowledge of the company.  And if they believe that, then that means they’re going to be more liberal with their answers.  My source gave me a few of the questions asked of him and there’s no way it’s some flunky from the executives.  The questions being asked sound more like someone’s building a case.  Someone knowledgeable gave this man this information about us but he obviously needs more.  And whoever is doing the asking is pretty damned good at his job.”

Livingston stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Fine.  I’ll take care of it.  And Willoughby?” as Livingston turned his eyes on Willoughby.

“Sir?” Willoughby replied, wondering when this conversation was going to end.

“I run this company.  Don’t ever forget that.  Understood?”

“Yes sir,” Willoughby replied, biting his tongue as he left the room.

Back in his office just down the hall at the mansion, Willoughby shut the door, picked up a book on the nearest table and threw it at the wall.  Who in the hell did he think he was?  It seemed that Smithson had something in common with Livingston as well.  Without Willoughby, Livingston would be just another rich playboy dependent on his family’s wealth to get by in life.  Willoughby made this empire what it was and for him to be treated like an ignorant child, dug to his very core.  After calming himself by doing a little bit of pacing himself, he sat down and put his feet up on his own desk, with his hands behind his head.  He looked out through the glass of his French doors into the expansive gardens that were in full bloom.

No clue.   He smiled.  He had more of a clue than Livingston could possibly imagine.
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​CHAPTER 3
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New York City 1st National Bank, Wall Street

––––––––
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Frederick Livingston stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring out the smoked window of his second story office that overlooked the bank’s main floor.  His employees were going about their business and the place was alive with activity.  Busy as beavers.  A phrase he liked and felt it suited his employees well.  He paid well and they worked hard for him.  The fact that he was seen very seldom didn’t seem to matter much to them.  He was a good boss to them which was all that was important.  To those who met him for the first time, his eyes burned with such intensity that everyone turned away out of deferment.  And while they liked working for him, they also very much feared him, a fear he encouraged.  He was a man very much used to getting his way.

Willoughby’s revelation yesterday had been a bombshell.  His report submitted later contained the information being requested and Willoughby wasn’t incorrect in his assessment.  One of his trusted employees had been talking to the government about the inner workings of his bank.  And it wasn’t just loose talk or gossip, the things being revealed could seriously affect the day-to-day operations of his bank.  But what concerned him more, based on the information given so far, was that any savvy investigator could potentially connect the dots and expose his other project as well.  He’d scolded Willoughby for suggesting an independent investigator check into the leak.  Fool.  For something of this magnitude, the person investigating would have to get his hands wet.  Trusting Willoughby to find someone like that was out of the question.

Livingston checked his Rolex, a watch that cost more than most people made in a year.  It was one of those little reminders of his station in life that always made him smile.  Almost time to meet with his problem solver.  After his conversation with Willoughby, Livingston had made some calls to some business associates of his.  Whenever one of them had a unique problem, they simply called the others for consul.  Every one of them had experts working for them off the books as the price of doing good business.

He left his office by way of his private exit and as it was a lovely day, decided to walk the few blocks down to his favorite restaurant.  It had outdoor seating facing the street which allowed for people watching, something he secretly enjoyed doing.  The restaurant was more casual than some of the upscale places in this town he normally frequented.  But as wealthy as he was, and unlike his peers, Livingston enjoyed the occasional slumming.  There was something to be said for being in places where the everyday businessmen ate.  He took his customary seat at the table which offered both the best view and the comfort of knowing that no one could approach him unannounced.  After the waiter had left with his lunch order, he checked his watch again and thought about the man he was about to meet.

The man had come to him highly recommended from his associates, who like himself, were all in positions of power.  “He’s the man who can clean up any problems you may have,” they’d said. 

“He gets the job done, no questions asked,” they’d said.  “He appreciates the use of discretion,” they’d said.  Well, we’ll see. It had been Livingston’s experience that a lot of people like this had a better reputation than they deserved.  He hoped this man was authentic.

Out of the corner of his eye, Livingston noticed a man approaching him with a purposeful stride.  He had already been given a description of the man by his associates and they were dead on.  The first thing that struck Livingston was his appearance.  Tall, very athletic, with closely cut blond hair and a handsome face.  It would have been flawless except for the nasty scar starting directly above his right eye and continuing down his cheek stopping just below his nose.  However, he got that, it’s a miracle that he didn’t lose his eye.  Livingston had seen plenty of disfigurement being a veteran and former officer in the Great War.  He’d also seen his share of carnage and the men who wielded it, almost casually.  Men like himself, who had no qualms about inflicting violence when it was necessary.  Sometimes even when it wasn’t necessary.  Just to prove a point.

The man calmly pulled up a chair and sat down, adjusting his cufflinks on his right wrist.  Livingston noticed that the man was dressed impeccably and knew by looking at his suit and the black fedora he set on the table they weren’t cheap.

“Jonas, I presume?” Livingston asked.  The man nodded.  “How did you know which table and which man to approach? There must be a dozen men here that look like me.”  Livingston thought it was disturbing.

“Simple. You are sitting in the only seat in this place that doesn’t allow anyone to sneak up on you.  Besides, it’d be foolish of me not to do some advanced scouting on a potential employer.  I know quite a bit about you, Frederick, which is the only reason why I’m here.”  Jonas' baritone voice was exceptionally smooth, but Livingston was unable to distinguish any sort of an accent.

“You’re late,” Livingston continued.  “I’m not sure who you're used to dealing with...”

Jonas leaned over and said in a menacing voice, “You have no idea whom I’m used to dealing with.  I was unexpectedly delayed.  Besides, I figured you didn’t really have much of a choice.  And while you're at it, drop the tough guy act.  We both know why I'm here.  You've got a problem and I'm the solution.  So, let's get on with it,” Jonas said with an air of annoyance as he sat back in his chair.

Livingston cleared his throat.  “Fine.  The problem is that I have someone in my organization that is providing information to the government regarding some of my... business dealings,” Livingston replied.

“Sounds like you have two problems,” Jonas observed in a bored tone looking steadily at Livingston.

“Oh, so there is a reason they say you're the best?” Livingston asked.

“I assume you have something worthwhile to tell me?” Jonas asked, ignoring the sarcasm.

“I do.  Whoever is doing it has to be high up to be in the know, which eliminates the entire company.  Apart from my executives.”

“Why them?” Jonas asked. 

“Because each one of them has access to the information being leaked.  No one else does.”

The waiter stopped by to refill his water glass and provided Jonas with one as well.  After discreetly waiting to see if they needed anything else, he slipped away quietly.  Good service here, which was why Livingston stopped whenever he could.

“Is there anyone you think who is more capable or has more of a grudge than the others?” Jonas asked, taking a sip.

“What kind of a fool do you take me for?  Of course, I would’ve already checked into that,” Livingston snapped.

“What about anyone who's the least capable?” Jonas said as he looked at a gorgeous blonde woman in a form fitting skirt walking by, ignoring Livingston’s little outburst.

“What has that got to do with anything?  Are you suggesting my dumbest employee is the brains behind this?” Livingston asked in disbelief.

“Nothing of the sort.  All I’m saying is that no one is beyond suspicion.”

Livingston thought that one over.  Jonas had a point. “Willoughby would fit the bill.  Good dollars and cents man, but rather stupid when it comes to the ways of the world.”

“What does he do for you?” Jonas asked.

“He's my second in command, so to speak.  Above reproach and I've known him for years.  I trust him because he's always been the least ambitious of all of them.  Comes from a poor family and is simply happy enough to have what he's got.  But I highly doubt he’d have the brains or the courage to cross me.”

Jonas mulled that over and after a few agonizing moments of silence, said, “So, as you so aptly commented on my observation skills, this leak needs to be plugged quickly and quietly and you need the feds off your back.”

“Precisely,” Livingston said.

“It's not going to be cheap,” said Jonas, taking another sip.

“Nor did I expect it to be.  Name your price.” Here’s where the fun begins, I always love this part of business.  No one gets the best of me when it comes to negotiations.  No one.

Jonas produced a pen and small notepad from his suit coat, scribbled on it, and tore off a sheet sliding it to Livingston.  Expensive, but within reason.  Just the same, Livingston decided he would play it cool.

“That would be acceptable.  I would need you to start immediately, of course,” as Livingston sat slightly forward.

“Of course,” Jonas replied.  “But you don’t seem to understand.  That was just the fee to hire me.  I get paid daily expenses plus a bonus for completing the job.”  He tore off another piece of paper and slid it over.  Several numbers.  Livingston had all he could do to keep himself from exploding into a rage after looking at it.  Who did this bastard think he was?  Wealthy as Livingston was, the numbers Jonas supplied him were outrageous.  The look on his face betrayed him.

“And here I thought you sat at the big boy table, Frederick. You can take it or leave it, I really don’t care,” Jonas said as he stood up to leave.

“Fine, whatever you need,” Livingston said through gritted teeth.  Fighting to control his desperation, he'd had to agree to the terms.  While not happy at the exorbitant sum of money he had just agreed to pay, there was too much at stake for the plan to fail now.

“There's a good boy,” Jonas said, sitting back down. “I’ll be in contact periodically.  Under no circumstances are you or any of your flunkies to attempt contacting me.”

“Yes, yes.  How soon can you have this done?” Livingston’s head was still swimming from the money he had agreed to pay.  He’d never lost a negotiation. Until now.

“As soon as possible.  I want you to leave me the hiring fee at this address tomorrow.  You'll also set up an account for me at this bank under the name Franklin Lewis so I can make my daily withdrawals.  Once this job is done, I’ll let you know when and where to leave my bonus fee,” Jonas said with a smug look on his face.

“Anything else?”  Livingston asked, trying not to sound like he'd just been taken for a ride. Which he had been.  Shit.

“There is just one other thing,” Jonas said as he leaned closer and squeezed Livingston’s hand.  Hard. “If you are entertaining any fantasies about double-crossing me about the money, let me leave you with this final thought.  I will find you.  There is no such thing as a safe place on this planet to hide from me.  And when I do, you will experience a pain that you’d never thought possible, for such a prolonged period that you will beg to die.  You will experience things that most people wouldn't think that a man could do to another human being.”  After a short pause, he added, “I'll be in touch.”  He smiled, then got up putting his hat on a low angle covering his scar and calmly strolled away.

Livingston massaged his left hand with his right because it felt like it was broken.  After reassuring himself it wasn’t, he bit his lip, a nervous habit that occurred extremely rarely.  The fact that Jonas had scared the hell out of him was something he would never admit to anyone else.  But fear wasn’t a terrible thing.  Fear kept you sharp.  Fear kept you ready.  Fear kept you alive to fight another day.  He’d seen too many powerful men who refused to acknowledge their fear.  More often than not, that lack of fear led to their downfalls.  The whole conversation itself had been surreal.  Jonas had had a way of staring right through you as if he were watching something a thousand yards away.  Alternatively, Jonas had stared at him as if he were weighing his options about killing him right then and there.  Like a damned cat with a mouse.

The waiter reappeared and set down Livingston’s order.  As he began to eat his lunch, he thought about the man he had just hired.  It was hard to judge Jonas’ age because of his looks.  He could've been anywhere from his mid-20’s to mid-40’s.   War veteran?  Possibly.  If he was, Livingston shuddered to think what missions he had been sent on.  The way in which he conveyed his final message made Livingston think that there was zero chance Jonas was bluffing.  Another thing that was very troubling was that Jonas had the ability to go from threatening your life to acting like he was your best friend without any effort or concern whatsoever.  He had seen his share of lunatics before, both in war and in business, but Jonas took the cake.

A sudden crash of a waiter dropping a tray on the floor snapped him out of his thoughts.  Livingston built his empire and there was no way in hell it was going to be taken away from him.  He lived a charmed life and where other men had failed; he had succeeded.  He was destined for greatness, and he'd be damned if he were going to go down on some trumped charges from the government.

Despite all the problems he knew he would have in hiring Jonas, he was still necessary for his plan to succeed so Livingston would just have to wait for the call.  Livingston was used to being in command of everything and everyone around him.  The fact that he was dependent upon someone he knew nothing about and in a sense, was controlling him, was almost too much for him to bear.  He made a mental note that a man like Jonas would need to be killed as well.  He was the type too dangerous to just let walk away.  He also knew of some men who could take care of Jonas for a much cheaper price and would be damned glad to have the money.  They were too crude and stupid to be used for this delicate a job, but they were just the brute force needed to take care of Jonas once the job was done.  Jonas was a fool to think Livingston would just lie down and cower.

Very foolish indeed.
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​CHAPTER 4
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Washington D.C. 2 weeks later

––––––––
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The restaurant was really jumping tonight.  It was their favorite place to eat as the food was outstanding.  Their usual booth was already occupied so he slid into another one towards the back.  A creature of habit, Charlie Postlethwaite liked things a certain way.  While his booth wasn’t reserved, it still pissed him off that someone else was already sitting there.  As strange as it sounded, the seat cushion in his booth seemed to know him.

Thelma, the waitress who had been there since the day the joint opened, approached with a sour look on her face.  She had a face that once was probably pretty.  A life of demanding work had aged her beyond her years.  Her uniform, however, was always neatly pressed and fit her thin frame nicely.  She was incredibly good at her job, but she always had that angry-at-the-world look on her face.  He told her that Gretchen was on her way, and they’d order when she arrived.  Charlie was greeted with an evil look followed by a gaping mouth with a comment that never came.  Her mouth then snapped shut and she turned on her heel to go check on her other customers.

An agent of the Orion Bureau, Charlie’s life for the past year consisted of one financial fraud investigation after another.  Not surprisingly, there was no shortage of people manipulating the stock market to their advantage.  As for the banking industry, he could start an inquiry on any bank he drove by and come up with something shady.  If these people and institutions were left unchecked, it could economically crash the entire country.  The bureau was a clandestine organization made up of agents and support staff which was privately funded by civic minded businessmen who had their reasons for keeping the investigations out of the government’s hands.  And as it wasn’t an official government agency, they did enjoy not having to deal with all the red tape associated with the bureaucracy.

With no government masters with political agendas, they were truly an independent agency.  And even though they kept an eye on the Wall St. banks and investment firms, their headquarters was based in Washington D.C.  Washington to New York wasn’t that bad of a train ride and they had a small satellite office and access to a nearby hotel when business required, they had to be in the city.  When recruited, he’d asked why they didn’t work out of New York and was told that distance from the street and its players aided with their secrecy.  It wouldn’t do to always be seen traipsing around town and running into possible suspects.  Besides, with the rapidly improving communication technology, it wasn’t necessary for them to be in the middle of it.

Today had been an especially long day and he was looking forward to having dinner with Gretchen.  She also was an agent which was a statement just how far women had come today.  Hell, women’s suffrage had only been passed eight short years ago.  While they loved each other, he was glad they had their own investigations to work on.  There was such a thing as too much togetherness.

As always, he kept an eye on the people in the place.  He enjoyed analyzing people and was usually correct about who they were and what they did if he had the chance to meet them later.  An enthusiastic fan of Arthur Conan Doyle, Charlie had read every Sherlock Holmes story he could get his hands on.  The stories were fictional, but the analyses of the people involved were true to life.  It all seemed so simple once Holmes explained his conclusions.  Charlie looked over at the people closest to him.  The down on his luck middle aged man at the counter, with his rumpled hat and suit, drinking a cup of coffee.  The suit, which looked to be custom tailored, had seen better days.  His shoes looked to be well worn, possibly indicative of a salesman.  He had a tan line of a ring on his right little finger, probably sold due to a lack of cash.  He had the cough, a hack Charlie had heard before, a flushed face, and he was staring blankly across the counter.  The flat bottle bulge in his right suit coat pocket suggested an alcoholic and a severe one at that.  Too easy.  Charlie switched to someone else.  The older, well-dressed man with the beautiful woman in the booth directly across from him, half his age with no ring on her finger but one on his.  Judging by the way they looked at each other, laughing together, not a relative.  Congressman?  No shocker in this town.  People watching and interpreting body language was a part of his job he was good at.  Sometimes, he became so wrapped up in studying people that he lost track of other things.  Like now.  He didn’t even see Gretchen slide into the booth across the table from him. 

“Penny for your thoughts?” she asked as she sat down and placed her purse on the well-worn table.  She threw a napkin at him.  “Hello, anyone home?” she asked, sounding slightly annoyed.

“Sorry about that.  I’ve been thinking about a case I’ve been working on.”  Telling her he had been analyzing people again was probably not a good idea.  Sometimes she got a little grouchy when he was doing that, especially when she wanted time alone with him.

He looked at her and marveled how she could put in ten hour days and still look as amazing as she did.  Gretchen Retrum was tall, slim, green eyes with fiery red hair, and an incredibly pretty face you never forgot.  He was a little bit taller with brown hair and a muscular build from years of playing football.  Together they made quite a couple.  He never considered himself ugly, but Gretchen seemed to be in a different class.  She could drop out of the investigation business right now and become a model.  In fact, she had several standing offers for modeling if she wanted.  She was out of his league, but he wasn’t complaining.

They’d met last year when they both landed at the Orion Bureau.  He’d received a job offer right out of college at a top accounting firm in Baltimore and spent a couple of years there before Crenshaw knocked on his door.  After working her way up, Gretchen became the first female budget director of a mid-sized legal firm in Alexandria, Virginia before Crenshaw recruited her.  To this day, Crenshaw refused to tell them how he found either one of them.  She’d always been a little vague about her childhood.  He never pressed because if she didn’t want to talk about it, that was her business.  And despite being clueless about a lot of things regarding women, he was smart enough to know when something was bothering her.

“So, what’s wrong with you?” he asked, wincing how he’d just phrased the question.

She gave him a look. “I don't know,” she answered after a short pause, twirling a strand of her long hair. “Well, actually I do know.  It’s Henry.  I haven’t heard from him in days and the last thing he’d told me was that he was going to the south side of town to do some follow up,” as she reached for the menu tucked over by the window with the salt and pepper.

Jack Crenshaw, their boss, assigned the agents' cases for them to investigate, specifically those involving people of interest to Crenshaw and his boss, whoever the hell that was.  Unlike the police detectives, agents worked on their own.  It was much more effective to discreetly ask questions when there weren’t two people standing in front of the interviewee.  The twelve agents stayed connected with each other on a casual basis, but it was standard protocol to keep at least one other agent aware on a particular case.  It was done this way so that if something happened, the other agents could pick up where the other one had left off.

“Did he say what he was working on?” Charlie asked.

“No, just that he had received some information from a reliable source that involved one of the biggest banking names on the street.  I tried to pry the information out of him, but he reassured me it was best kept quiet for now and that he would tell me a little more once he got back.”

“When was the last time you spoke with him?”

“Last week, and I haven’t heard a peep out of him since,” Gretchen replied, looking casually at the menu.  He usually interrupted her at this point in the conversation and made a joke about her menu reading because she ordered the same thing every time.  Better leave it alone.

Charlie thought about it some more and then asked, “When he said the ‘south side’, did he happen to mention anything more than that?”

“Now that I think about it, he did mention the hotel, a Meadowlark or Meadowlake, something like that,” she replied, still looking over the menu.

He frowned. “Do you think maybe it was the Meadowview Hotel?”  Charlie asked with a hint of concern in his voice.

“Yeah, that’s it.  And what’s with that look on your face?” she asked suspiciously.  He’d only been in Washington for a year or so and had the occasion to travel to all parts of the city for various investigations.  Having been to the Meadowview before, he knew it was a dive.  If there was a seedier hotel in the city, he wasn’t aware of it.  He obviously just gave it away with his expression.  Damn.

“Um, nothing,” as he buried his nose in his own menu.

She pulled his menu down with her finger and stared at him with her left eyebrow raised.  It was always the left eyebrow.

“Cut the crap.  You know something so spill it,” she demanded.

Gretchen wasn’t the type to just let things go, so he might as well say what was on his mind.  He sighed.

“Not to be an alarmist, but the Meadowview Hotel is Crime Central.  Every type of lowlife has either lived there, committed crimes there, been arrested there, or has been killed there.  Usually in some combination of all the above.  I don’t go anywhere near the place unless I have to and when I do, I make damned sure I’m armed, and I have the cops with me for my cover story.”  A look of dread filled her face.

“Swell.  Why the hell would he go there by himself?  And since when have you been going there, and I haven’t so much as even heard of the place?” Gretchen asked in an angry tone.

Like any man in a relationship with a woman, he didn’t always notice her tones correctly but there was no doubt about this one.  Gretchen was many things, but a scaredy-cat was not one of them.  She hated being treated like a girl when it came to investigations.

“I guess Crenshaw doesn’t like me as much as he does you,” Charlie said, trying to salvage the conversation.

“You’re hilarious,” Gretchen said with a smirk on her face.

Charlie had guessed right that she’d needed a little joke to lighten it up and they both took a welcome break from the conversation to study their menu.  He liked to make fun of her all the time for choosing the same thing, but he really wasn’t any better.

“So, what do you think is going on?” Gretchen asked, apparently done with her break.

“I’m sure he’s okay.  My guess is that one thing led to another and he just ran with it.”  “He’ll be back. You know how he is, always wanting to make a grand entrance,” Charlie replied.

He hoped he’d faked it well enough.  Finding out tonight Henry hadn’t been heard from in a while coupled with him going to the worst part of the city alone didn’t really bode well.

“I suppose but if that’s what he’s doing, he’s going to have to answer to me,” she said.

Thelma approached their table and asked, “So, you two plan on ordering tonight?  If you just want to talk, find a park bench somewhere.  We need the table for paying customers.”

“Well since you delicately put it that way, we’d better order then,” Charlie answered with a smile.

“Both of you have known me long enough to know that to use the word ‘delicately’ when referring to me in any way is an insult.  Are you ordering or not?” she snapped.  They ordered their usual and gave the conversation another break.  Charlie had dated women before who always felt the need to talk.  He loved that Gretchen was comfortable sometimes with silence.

At this time of evening when they usually dined, and the restaurant was packed full of people, it was usually difficult to hear anything except for the conversation at your own table.  And even then, there was no guarantee.  Charlie often wondered how many deals, both legal and illegal, had been made in this place.  Because of this fact, the owner of the place had installed a bank of phone booths on the back wall for privacy where you could hear your conversation in private.  This restaurant was unique.  It was one of the few places in this town where Washington’s powerful and not so powerful both mingled because the food was cheap and good.  Calls were placed there all the time, so it was no surprise then that Thelma stopped by their table with a phone message for them.

“Message for one of you,” her voice a testament to her chain-smoking as she threw the piece of paper on the table.

“Who is it?” Gretchen asked, not recognizing the phone number.

“I'm sorry, but do I look like your personal secretary?  And I better be getting a good tip.  I've got a million things to do around here and shuttling messages to you is not supposed to be one of them.”

“Okay, okay, I promise, no more messages, except when the florist calls for directions so he can deliver roses to the most beautiful woman working here,” he said with a grin.

“Save it, Charlie, I ain't got time for your shit,” as she gave him a look and walked away.

“Quite the sweet talker, aren't you?” Gretchen mused.

“Well, sometimes that works,” he said.

“Not really but keep right on thinking that if it makes you feel better,” she said, squeezing his hand.

“Thanks for the support.  Don’t worry, I'll get it,” Charlie said as he got up and grabbed the paper out of her hand.

“It’s got to be Crenshaw.  What the hell does he have for us at this time of night?” she wondered.

“It's probably him, but I hope it's not my other girlfriend.  I've told her to quit calling me here,” as he slicked back his light brown hair in mock desperation.

“You're real funny.  I'll remember that little crack the next time you're feeling a little frisky,” Gretchen replied, sticking her tongue out at him.

Charlie walked the short distance to the phone booths, picked up the phone and dialed the number.  He was greeted by Crenshaw.  And Crenshaw’s voice sounded like it was from the grave.

“Charlie, I need you and Gretchen to meet me over at the Meadowview.  Drop whatever you’re doing and be there in 10 minutes.”  A sharp click indicated that he wasn’t fooling around.  Charlie stared at the phone as he hung up and then looked over at Gretchen sipping from her cup of coffee.  So much for dinner.

“Something tells me this is not going to end well,” he muttered to himself.
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​CHAPTER 5
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Despite the city traffic’s best efforts, Charlie and Gretchen finally arrived in Charlie’s bureau issued car.  He loved his car.  A brand-new Ford Model A Deluxe Coupe, black in color with a beefed-up engine.  As they worked for a clandestine organization, it wouldn’t have been a great idea to have the agents using cars that screamed government agency all over it, like Hoover’s goons.  Besides, with the rich and powerful men they investigated, it also wouldn’t do to show up in some bargain basement car.  And while Hoover and his men like to make splashy entrances wherever they went, for the Orion Bureau’s purposes, discretion was much better.  Hoover’s Bureau of Investigation started twenty years earlier and now called the Division of Investigation got all the headlines.  And J. Edgar Hoover never was one to turn down good publicity from the press.  For their job duties, Charlie was content with working in the shadows. The fact that his employer provided them with whatever resources they needed for their investigations was a bonus. Especially his beloved car.

After getting out of the car, he looked up at the worn-out exterior of the hotel.  What a rat trap.  The building itself was 20 years old but it was as if it was deliberately built to look run-down.  And he’d always found it humorous that the Meadowview Hotel didn’t have a meadow anywhere in sight.  In fact, to his knowledge there had never been a meadow here as this section of land had been a swamp that had been filled in 50 years ago.  Where the owners came up with the idea, he’d never know.  Perhaps they had a premonition that this part of town was going to become the dirtiest and most crime ridden section of the city.  They needed a draw.

As he and Gretchen approached, they noticed several city policemen in and around the front of the hotel looking busier than normal.  Crenshaw was with an older officer off to the side.  Judging by the officer’s appearance and comportment, he had some rank, a lieutenant at least.  The officer was much taller than the stockier, bald Crenshaw.  He also appeared to be about Crenshaw’s age.  Crenshaw had the look on his face.  Charlie knew that look and that concerned him.  The look usually meant it wasn’t that something bad had happened.  It meant that something bad had happened.  After excusing himself from the officer, Crenshaw waved them over.
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