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Part 1: Becoming the Ghost
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"You've never seen death? Look in the mirror every day

and you will see it like bees working in a glass hive." Jean Cocteau
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Chapter 1: Horror, and Resolve
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First, understand this first part is only a recollection. If I misremember anything, it will make no difference to the factuality of what happened. Or the outcome.

A week after the wedding, Camille and I decided to fly to Paris to see her mother again and so I could meet others in her family. Despite my nerves, it was a great time. Tomorrow we would catch a flight back to Belize and resume our lives.

But when the horror dropped on us, we were standing innocently on the lawn of her mother’s small guest house enjoying the twilight. 

*
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A moment earlier she was standing at my side, my arm around her, my right palm having just released her right shoulder as she raised that arm, extended that slim index finger, and pointed into the twilight sky. As she usually was, she was excited. She squealed. “There, you see? There eet ees!” She glanced up at me, her face filled with joy. “Look where I am pointing for you, Jahk!”

I tore my gaze from the fancy cinnamon-brown Peugeot that had turned a corner onto our street a moment before and was moving along slowly. I looked where she was pointing and was just able to make out the faint first image of Polaris, the north star.

I smiled. “Ah. Yes, I see it, and—”

She screamed, “No!” and I frowned and she stepped in front of me, the thin straps of her white tank top rippling over her richly tanned shoulders as she extended her arms toward the street, her palms gone vertical as if to fend off something.

As I said, “What?” an explosion sounded and she fell, her black hair splayed across my left boot, and in that instant all my breath left. 

I wasn’t able to scream like she had or like the tires on the street were screaming. 

My eyes suddenly wide, electricity surging through every fiber of my body, and gravity seemingly repelling my desire to get to her, I strained toward the ground through an eternity of time. When my knees finally, finally reached the grass, the same denial she had screamed echoed up out of my gut in a throaty whisper: “No!” 

And time resumed its normal, horrible pace. I scooped my inadequate and undeserving arms under her and protectively cradled her to me as I rose. She weighed practically nothing, but suddenly she was as heavy as all the world. 

As the blood from her chest soaked into my black t-shirt and the blood from the exit wound coated my forearms—even as I strained hard to turn away from the reality in my arms—I stared after the cinnamon brown Peugeot racing down the street into the darkening twilight. 

The license tag was plain, but I couldn’t read it through the thick water in my eyes. There was only the thin black blur of the numbers on a sparkling white background. A slender triangular notch was cut or broken out of the top left side of the left taillight. 

The tires squealed again as the Peugeot took a right turn and as the streetlight above it blinked on an instant too late and—

The car was gone, the diminishing sound of the engine marking its retreat in a series of agonizing instants.

And Camille Marie Cignón Temple, the love of my life and my bride of thirteen days, was gone.

*
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But: we were to fly back to Belize tomorrow, but: What happened? And how? And why? But—

Somehow my body caught up with my frantic mind, and each spurred the other to action. 

As doors sprang open across the street and voices muttered versions of “What was that?” and “Did you see?” and other useless inanities that do not matter in real life I completed the turn, raced to the stoop, ripped the screen door open and hard-shouldered the wooden door out of my way. 

To the couch! 

Two quick strides to the white satin couch, and I knelt reverently and laid Camille there gently and bent through her scent and her squeals and her racing barefoot through the surf and the feel of her hand in mine and her laughter and her love and her fading warmth to press my lips gently against her forehead and whisper, “Oh please. Please God no. Please. Please God no.”

But as usual, he didn’t listen. 

He chose instead to work in yet one more horrible, ugly, disgusting, mysterious way.

I couldn’t let go. Not yet. Images raced through my mind: me calling the police and them arriving, and me calling her mother and her mother arriving, and me reaching to embrace her and her beating on my chest as she glared past me at the body that once been her lovely, vibrant, daughter and then her screaming as Camille had screamed and then her fainting dead away at the horror that had been her precious baby girl and—

After a time I lifted my lips from her cooling forehead. 

And inanely, for the first time, I noticed how much the white satin beneath Camille’s brown coral skin resembled the lining of a coffin. 

And for the first time I noticed the widening redness soaking through her blouse and into the white satin beneath her. 

I experienced the stages: Bargaining had surged momentarily as a plea and was denied. Acceptance, denial, depression, and anger flashed and coalesced into a ball, and I swallowed it for safekeeping.

And finally, finally, I rocked my head straight back and screamed.

*
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Later the scream subsided and died away. 

I was left with only myself and a quiet calm. 

And resolve.

And was able to I let go.

*
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In later hours the police and the ambulance came and went, and her mother came and there was no beating and her mother went, and I regained some semblance of sanity. And over the next few days I and her mother and others all mourned together. 

And finally, there was nothing left but that cinnamon-brown Peugeot and that broken taillight. 

It wasn’t much, but it would be enough.

*
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In the afternoon on the day of the funeral I greeted the few guests at the reception who knew me at all. Then I found Camille’s mother and hugged her and kissed her on the forehead and looked at her and she knew. 

She was very brave. Quietly, she said, “You mus’ go, oui?”

I nodded, then gathered her into my arms again and whispered, “Thank you for welcoming me into your family, but—”

“Shh.” The incredible woman patted my back. “Eet ees okay. I know. And Godspeed, Jahk.”

I kissed her on the forehead again, then turned and left. 
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Chapter 2: Flying to Golden, Colorado
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At the airport, I stepped out of the cab, found a payphone, and dialed a number I’ve never forgotten. 

The nice lady picked up on the first ring. “Blackwell Ops. How may I—”

“This is Jack Temple. Is he in?” Her response would determine the destination of my next flight.

She was silent for a moment, probably checking to see whether I was a contact. “May I take a message? Mr. Temple, you know you are not—”

I shook my head in frustration. Yeah, I know. Operatives are not allowed to talk to TJ in person, ever. Blah, blah, blah. But I only said, “Yes, I know, but is he in?”

“I’m really sorry, sir, but—”

“Fine. Tell him I’m coming to Golden to see him. Flying in soonest. From Paris.” And I hung up.

Then I went to check the Departures board. I spotted the next flight leaving for the ‘States. Miraculously, it was a direct flight to Denver. I noted the airline and went to the counter to procure a one-way ticket.

*
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When I landed in Denver and descended the steps from the gate level, TJ himself was waiting for me. 

I was surprised. I had expected to have to rent a cab to his office in Golden, then find a way past the Neanderthal he has stationed at the door and make my way to his office. 

He hadn’t aged in the several years since my interview. Or at least I couldn’t tell he’d aged. He even seemed to be wearing the same clothes, except that a black suitcoat now covered the white shirt and black tie he’d worn that day, and he was sporting a black fedora. He looked like a tiny, frail FBI agent. Or maybe a skinny, wrinkled, alien life form impersonating one of the Men in Black.

As I stepped off the bottom of the stairs and approached him, I tried to put on a grin, but I was unsuccessful. I extended my hand.

Without even looking at me, he only said, “This way,” and stepped past my hand.

I turned and followed him.

He led me into the Departures concourse. As we approached the security station, he raised a hand. 

One of the agents turned and walked to a door marked Interview 3 and opened it. He switched on the light and stepped aside.

TJ entered first. As he moved past a desk to sit in the desk chair, I followed him in.

The agent leaned inside, smiled, and said, “As long as you need it, sir.” Then he closed the door.

His fingers interlaced over his abdomen, TJ gestured toward a guest chair with his chin. “Please, have a seat, Mr. Temple. And listen, I was really sorry to hear about—”

“Thanks. I want out.” I remained standing. 

He frowned, which basically only meant a few of the wrinkles on his forehead got slightly deeper. “I’m sorry?”

“You’ve been good to me, TJ. I’m not denying that. In fact, that’s why I’m here now, to tell you face to face that I need to move in a different direction.”

I expected him to smirk, but he didn’t. “I appreciate that. But may I ask why? In case you’ve forgotten—”

“I haven’t forgotten.” I huffed. “You want it line and verse? ‘An assignment as an operative in Blackwell Ops incurs a lifelong commitment.’ There, did I get it right?”

“Yes, you did. And that policy hasn’t changed.”

“I’m not asking you to change the damn policy. I’m giving you the opportunity to make an exception so you and I can at least remain on the same side in this deal. Frankly, I don’t need the distraction of hunting you. Or of evading other operatives.” 

He nodded. “I understand, but I don’t make—”

I raised a hand. “Before you say you don’t make exceptions, remember that you’ve made them before.”

“I have?”

“I won’t tell you how I know, so please don’t ask, but I could say the names of at least two operatives you’ve allowed to leave the company. I believe in each case it was because the operative got married.” I glanced around the small room, then at TJ again. “In fact, I won’t say their names aloud even in this shithole of a ‘secure’ room—even if you ask me—but I’m betting they’re in your mind right now.”

He actually smiled. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, Mr. Temple, I am of advanced age. My memory is hardly what it—”

“Oh bullshit, TJ. Save it for someone who has more money than sense. Your mind is as sharp as it ever was, okay?” I finally sat down. “Look, let’s just be honest here, all right? Could we do that?”

He only regarded me for a moment. “Agreed. So tell me, Jack, beyond the major trauma you’ve just experienced, how has your life changed? In what new direction do you feel compelled to move? And again, why?”

“Okay, first, I know who killed Camille, and—”

He raised one hand. “Let me just ask: Do you believe she was the target?”

I stood up again. “No sir. And that’s the whole point. He was after me, understand?” I calmed myself and sat down again. “I cost that family a daughter, TJ, and a lovely spirit. And whether or not you release me from my commitment, I will take my vengeance. That has to be my first priority. That’s why I want out.”

He frowned. “But I would allow that. You could take your revenge and remain with the company.” He shrugged. “I could even make it an official assign—”

“That’s not enough. It isn’t even close to enough. The guy works for an organization.”

He frowned again. “Why do you say that? The papers all said it was a random, drive-by—” 

“And you believe that bullshit?” I shook my head. “There was nothing random about it, TJ. The damn hit was ordered.” I tapped the desk with a fingernail. “It was too smooth. I could feel it. Someone sent the guy after me because of something I did while working for you.” 

He spread his hands. “Okay, but what has taking vengeance on him got to do with—” 

“I’m not taking vengeance only on him. I’m going after them. All of them. Hunting them’s going to be my sole focus from now on.” I tapped the desk again. “That is my lifelong commitment.”
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Chapter 3: Annoying TJ Blackwell

[image: ]




“Ah. I see.” For a moment, TJ only looked at me. “Perhaps I could help. What would you say if I told you I also believe I know who is responsible for Camille’s death?” 

I shrugged. “I’d say it doesn’t surprise me. But then, nothing you do surprises—” I felt my eyes go wide. Did TJ send him? What’s to say an operative can’t work for more than one network of assassins? I exploded out of the chair. “Are you saying you ordered—”

He scowled. “Don’t be absurd, Jack! Camille was easily among my best contacts!” He pointed at the chair. “Now please, sit down! And try to calm down!” 

“Fine.” I sat, then looked at him. “The fact remains—”

He put up a hand. “I know. You’ll take your vengeance with or without my releasing you.”

I frowned. “That’s right!”

“All right. How about this? Tell me who you think—”

“I don’t think, TJ! I damn well know!”

He raised a hand again. “All right. Slip of the tongue. Tell me who you know killed her, and let me help. I dare say I have far more resources than you do, not to mention considerably deeper pockets. In return I’ll pay for any travel you incur during your vendetta. I ask only that you let me choose the targets. Then you can—”

“Aw c’mon, TJ!” I got up again. I turned, wanting to pace to the far wall, but that was only two steps away. I turned around again, my hands on my hips. “You choose the targets? That’s just your way of saying I’ll keep doing what I’ve been doing for the past several—”

Again he put up a hand. “No, it isn’t.” He gestured toward the chair. “Please, hear me out.”

After I sat down, he leaned forward in his chair. “I don’t doubt you know the individual, Jack, but I’ll wager you aren’t certain of the group. Tell me the man’s name so I can verify the group for you. Do that and all of the targets I choose for you will be within that group.” 

I only looked at him.

“I give you my word.” He waited, then rocked back a little and spread his hands slightly. “Look, I have a better chance of learning who they are and knowing where they’ll be and when. Frankly, I’d rather have them gone too. And of course, you already know I have an extensive network of contacts. With me behind you, you’ll stand a much better chance of success.”

I frowned. “So then what do you get out of the deal?”

“Simple. When you’ve gone through the list and they’re all gone, you’ll continue working for me as before.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

I stood up, turned away, and rubbed the back of my neck. Then I turned back. “And no interference?”

“Again, you have my word. I won’t interefere in any way beyond telling you when and where to best strike and on whom. And if you receive a message that isn’t eyes-only, reject it. No penalty.”

I sat down again, warily. “So let me get this straight: All the targets are mine alone, and you’ll provide any necessary contacts. So what, it’s like a leave of absence?”

“No. If I granted you a leave of absence, I would have to suspend payments to your account until you returned to the fold. You will continue to draw your regular monthly salary. In short, as you so succinctly put it, you will continue doing what you’ve done for the past several years. But all of your targets will come from that one organization for as long as necessary. And what’s necessary is your call.” 

I only looked at him. “Well, I can’t think of any loopholes, so I’m in. But with all due respect, TJ, if you screw me on this deal, I swear I’ll—”

“I know—you’ll come for me—and I wouldn’t blame you. But you won’t find any loopholes because there aren’t any.” He hesitated. “So what’s the name of your next target, Jack?” 

I looked at him and growled, “François Delacroix. Or at least it was his car.”

“I thought so. I mean, I thought it was probably that group.” He paused. “Delacroix is an operative for The Betelmann Group. They’re similar to Blackwell Ops, though much smaller. And they take assignments only from the criminal element.” He stood up. “Do we have a deal?”

I stood up. “Yes sir, we have a deal.”

We shook on it. 
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Chapter 4: Mrs. Cignón, and Kaci Reems
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The next day, when I got back to the house in Belize City, I showered and shaved. Then I called Camille’s mother.

When she answered, I said, “Mrs. Cignón, it’s Jack.”

“Jahk! I was worrie’. You are all right? Wheen weel we see you again? An’ I tol’ you before, you may call me Mamon eef you—”

“Yes ma’am. Thing is, it would probably be better if I stay away. At least for awhile.”

“Oh? Baht we—”

“Mrs. Cignón, I—I know who—” I had to stop. This was considerably more difficult than I thought it would be. If it hadn’t been for me—if it hadn’t been for my and Camille’s romance—she would still be alive and vibrant. She would still be filling the world with her personal sunshine. I scowled and shook my head, then took a deep breath. “I know who took Camille from us, so—”

“You do?”

“Yes ma’am. And you have my word, he will pay severely for his mistake.”

“Eet was a meestake? So eet was like the stray bullet?”

“Something like that. Anyway, I won’t be staying in the house, so I called to ask.... Would any of you like to live here? Or should I sell it, or what?”

She hesitated. “I onerstan’, mon fils. Oui, I think you should sell eet. I would not wan’ to stay there either.”

I released a breath. “Thank you. Mercí. I will do that. And I will send you the money.”

“No no! Eet was you’ ‘ouze too! You should keep eet.”

“No ma’am. That wouldn’t be right.”

“Baht Jahk, I—” 

“I’ll call again when I can, all right? But it might be awhile. My love to you from Belize.” And I hung up.

Then I went to bed. On the couch.

*
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The next morning I called Kaci Reems, my Realtor from the ‘States. “Kaci, Jack Temple. Remember you sold a house for me?”

“Sure, I remember. How are you, Jack?”
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