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Chapter 1


BUENOS AIRES


The thunderstorms began late that afternoon and continued on into the night, lashing the Argentine capital with six inches of rain that backed up the drains in the rich neighborhoods, and turned the streets to oozing mud in the slums.


Around nine thirty that evening, the fourth wave swept over Villa Miserie, the worst slum in the city, and drummed down on the steel roof of a small medical clinic. Inside, a missionary and physician named Sister Rachel Diego del Mar worked feverishly to save the life of a woman bleeding out after childbirth.


“Maria,” she called to the woman, who was moaning. “You need to stay with me now. Your beautiful baby boy needs you.”


The second Maria Vasquez walked into the clinic, the sixty-two-year-old physician had noticed the swelling around the pregnant woman’s eyes, cheeks, wrists, and ankles, and suspected she’d developed a life-threatening clotting disorder. The doctor’s suspicions were well founded. Tests revealed mom and baby were in mortal danger.


Sister Rachel had done a spinal block and performed a Cesarean section almost immediately, saving the baby. But ever since the baby’s birth, Maria had been hemorrhaging. It took all of Sister Rachel’s skills to stem the tide, but at a quarter to eleven she believed she’d done it. The young mother had lost a lot of blood, but her vital signs had stabilized. God willing she’d live to care for her baby boy.


The missionary hung her head, and thanked her lord and savior for guiding her. She’d been up for nearly nineteen hours, and felt woozy. Inez, the night nurse, sat in a rocker by Maria’s bed, the baby in her arms. Sister Rachel told the nurse that she was going to clean up and get some sleep, but to wake her if Maria’s condition changed for the worse.


“Yes, Sister,” Inez said. “You sleep all night. I’ll be right here.”


The idea of an entire night’s sleep was almost too much to hope for, the missionary thought. When she worked at the slum clinic, she rarely had more than four hours straight rest before some poor soul would turn up on her doorstep, sick or broken, and desperately needing her skills.


Sister Rachel was in no way bitter or self-pitying about her lot in life. Even after nearly thirty-two years as a member of the Sisters of Hope, the doctor believed she was doing God’s work, and she prayed she would do that work until the day she died.


After showering and changing into a fresh set of scrubs, she let down her long silver hair and tied it in a loose ponytail. Then she headed to her office at the rear of the clinic, wondering how life was at the orphanage she ran outside the city.


The burden of the clinic and the orphanage sometimes felt too much. She looked forward to setting the weight aside for a few hours at least. Shutting the office door behind her, she turned on the light switch and pivoted to see her cot was made up already, which made her smile.


What would she do without Inez?


Then Sister Rachel heard a floorboard creak, and twisted left. A big man with a goatee was already upon her. He wore a black stocking wool cap pulled down over his ears. There was a small camera mounted on a harness strapped to the cap. Before she could scream, he clamped a hand across her mouth and jabbed her in the neck with a syringe.


In seconds the room swam toward darkness.


But before she passed out, she heard him say, “Let’s see if you can save Robin Monarch this time around.”










 


Chapter 2


GREENWICH, CONNECTICUT


THIRTEEN WEEKS EARLIER . . . 


It was time to steal the son of a bitch blind.


That pleasing thought coursed through the thief’s mind as he huddled in a silver Range Rover parked at the Babcock Preserve, a three-hundred-acre park in Greenwich, Connecticut. It was December the eighteenth, the Friday before Christmas, and snowflakes were beginning to fall. The all-news station was calling for fifteen inches of snow by morning.


This suited the thief’s purposes. Falling snow hid tracks. Falling snow erased your passing.


The last of the dog walkers and hikers reached their cars and left just after dark. The thief sat there, letting the snow build on the windshield without triggering the wipers until the Range Rover felt more like a cocoon than a car.


Finally, at 6:25 p.m. he reached over the backseat and retrieved a clothes bag that protected a two-thousand-dollar tuxedo he’d purchased three days before. He got out of the car, left it running, and locked it. He went over to the park’s lavatories, new tux in hand.


Stripping out of clothes, the thief barely glanced at the tattoo on his inner right forearm: the letters FDL laid out in scrollwork with a pickpocket’s hand rising off the center of the D. He used white athletic tape to fix slender CO2 cartridges to both inner forearms. To these he attached tiny high-pressure hoses that coupled into the rear of stubby stainless-steel tubes the diameter of a pencil. The open end of the tubes sat roughly where someone might take your pulse. Over these devices the thief put on a starched tuxedo shirt, and then trousers cut with an elegant drape. Looking in the mirror, tying a maroon bow tie that complemented a festive paisley vest, he appraised the mysterious Robin Monarch as if he were a different person all together.


Late thirties, well over six feet, and two hundred and ten pounds, Monarch was lanky and yet powerfully built. His face, however, was harder to pin down. With slightly dusky skin and gentle features, it was handsome, but also vague and malleable if the need arose. With the right makeup or prop, he could fit in almost anywhere.


To that end, Monarch slid rolls of cotton high inside his cheeks, and then put in contact lenses that turned his eyes sea green. They complemented the henna highlights he’d washed into his normally dark curly hair. To complete his disguise, he put on black-framed glasses with clear lenses, a small hearing aide, and an antique Patek Philippe watch that fit carefully over the stubby tube taped to his left wrist. High on his lapel he pinned a boutonniere that featured a sprig of holly and red seeds. Completing the transformation was a beautiful mouse-gray Chesterfield overcoat and bone-colored cashmere scarf.


Not bad, Monarch thought. Not bad at all. Now I look like any other pompous ass in the party pages of Vanity Fair or New York Magazine.


The thief exited the restroom to discover a Greenwich police patrol car idling next to the Range Rover. An officer was out and shining her light inside the vehicle.


Without missing a beat, Monarch walked over to the car, calling, “I’m right here, officer!”


Brunette, late twenties with a suspicious twist to her lips, the officer shone the light his way, said, “Always leave your car running and unattended, sir?”


“I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” Monarch said, turning his head so she could see the hearing aid. “I’m a bit hard of hearing.”


She said it again, louder this time.


“Only when it’s snowing and colder than a witch’s tit,” Monarch replied agreeably. “I was just getting changed for the Arsenault’s Christmas bash.”


“Driver’s license?” she asked.


While she inspected an impeccably forged New Jersey driver’s license that identified the thief as Asa Johanson, thirty-three, he wove his cover story in an easy manner. Johanson was an interior designer and friend of Louisa Arsenault. In fact, he’d just driven down from Vermont, where he’d been working on a complete redo of the Arsenault family ski house at Stowe. He’d needed a place to change, and the toilets seemed to do the trick.


After several long moments, the officer handed Monarch back the license and told him not to drink too much; the weather was going to get a lot worse.


Assuring her that he rarely drank, and that he had a bed waiting in Greenwich, the thief cheerily thanked her for her concern, and climbed back into the Range Rover. Glancing at the dashboard, he saw that he was far ahead of schedule. His plan had been to arrive at the gates of stately Arsenault manor at a stylish seven fifteen, during the height of the crush of the several hundred people lucky enough to have been invited to the mogul’s legendary Christmas party.


But now, with the officer watching, he put the Range Rover in gear, waved, and drove off. The officer fell in behind Monarch and trailed him all the way to the Arsenault estate. It was barely seven when he rolled up behind a crème-colored Bentley and a jet-black Rolls.


The patrol car continued on. While he waited for the Rolls and the Bentley to clear security, Monarch fitted a tiny macro over the lens of his iPhone and slipped it into his pants pocket. Then he reached into the glove compartment, got an unopened pack of Rothman cigarettes, and tucked it inside the breast pocket of the tux.


The Bentley drove on through. A burly guard carrying a clipboard came to the window.


“Your name, sir?”


“Johanson,” Monarch said, showing him a forged Christmas party invitation featuring an embossed golden tree. “Asa Johanson.”


The guard glanced down his list, nodded, said, “Just you, Mr. Johanson?”


“My blind date stood me up. Can you believe the nerve of some guys?”


The guard coughed, said, “Pull up front. A valet will take your car.”


“Where will it be parked?” Monarch asked.


He gestured back across the street. “By the stables. A valet will bring it when you’re ready to leave.”


“Perfect,” Monarch said, and drove on through the gates.










 


Chapter 3


This was the kind of job Robin Monarch loved. The stakes were admittedly high, but if he succeeded, the mark, in this case the tycoon, would be in no position to complain to anyone official.


The thief felt confident as he pulled the Rover up to the valet. He’d done his research. He knew his target, its location, and his method of entry. But he reminded himself that in this sort of setting, with several hundred people mingling inside a grand home, things would be fluid. He was going to have to adapt.


Climbing from the Rover, Monarch removed the Chesterfield coat and put it on a hanger in the back. He didn’t want to stop at any coat check leaving the party. Tossing the valet the keys with his gloved hands, he strode easily up the heated walkway, heading toward massive carved oak doors that depicted a bull goring a fleeing bear.


The air was spiced and he spotted a pot of it brewing on a burner set discretely in some bushes to the left of the doors. From beyond the doors came Christmas music, a beautiful woman’s voice was singing a soft jazzy rendition of “I Saw Three Ships (Come Sailing In).”


Before Monarch could knock, the door opened and caught him in a blaze of yuletide light and good cheer. The doorman stood aside, and the thief stepped inside a foyer that looked like a movie set, including an elevator with a burled walnut door, and a grand spiral staircase with a rail wrapped in fresh cedar ropes, flowing red bows, and pinpoint white lights that glinted like ice crystals falling on a bitter cold morning.


There were fifteen or so people in the foyer, all in evening wear and fine jewels, most of them moving toward a hallway and the ballroom, as Monarch remembered from the blueprints.


“Can I get your name tag?” asked a woman in a light Irish accent.


Two young, pretty women, the Irish redhead and the other an Asian with frosted hair tips, were throwing him winning smiles from where they sat behind a table covered in badges adorned with sprigs of mistletoe.


Monarch tapped the hearing aide, gave her a quick glance at the forged invitation, and said, “Asa Johanson.”


That surprised her and she extended her hand, studying him. “I’m Grace Lawlor, Mrs. Arsenault’s P.A. You’re the late add then?”


“Is that a bad thing?” Monarch said, affecting chagrin. “The late add?”


“Not at all,” Grace Lawlor said, playing with a string of pearls at her neck and smiling. “You are most welcome, Mr. Johanson. By the way, how do you know Mr. Arsenault? I didn’t have time to ask.”


“Oh,” he said, taking the badge from her. “Beau and I go way back. We used to ski together at Stowe. We ran into each other at a gallery I run in SoHo and he insisted on having me out.”


“Brilliant,” she said. “He’ll be thrilled to see you.”


“Not as thrilled as I’ll be to see him,” Monarch replied, winked, and then moved aside as a new batch of the uber-rich arrived wearing enough mink, sable, and chinchilla to cause an emotional meltdown at PETA.


The ballroom ceiling was at least twenty-five feet high and made of embossed copper that picked up the soft light of several hundred electric candles and gas lamps that made the vast space glow as warmly as if the Ghost of Christmas Present was right there. Indeed, there was a strong Dickensian theme to the party. The ballroom had been decorated to resemble a snowy London Street, complete with trompe l’oeil paintings of storefronts including Old Fezziwig’s and Scrooge & Marley’s counting house. And the servers moving food and drink among the guests were dressed for the nineteenth century with top hats and hook skirts.


The irony of a guy like Arsenault using A Christmas Carol, the story of a skinflint redeemed, was not lost on Monarch. Worth northward of fourteen billion dollars, Arsenault was utterly ruthless, a polished, and yet callous man who had never sported a callus in his entire life. Though his wealthy parents had regularly engaged in philanthropy, the mogul rarely gave money to charity, braying often and publicly that fortitude and an enterprising spirit was all that anyone required to better their lot in life. No one, in Arsenault’s opinion, required a handout or a hand up. The theme of the party suggested that the tycoon was spitting at the idea that someone like him could find his way to charity.


So much the better, Monarch thought when he spotted Arsenault across the room. Wearing a green and red cummerbund and a long-tail tux, the fifty-three-year-old was a six-foot-six, boyish-faced man with an egoist’s posture and bearing. The mogul was sipping bourbon neat from a cut-glass tumbler and standing with a group of his cronies watching a stunning African American woman in an equally stunning evening dress sing a bluesy “Merry Christmas Baby” next to a black Steinway grand.


Monarch knew her.


Cassie Knox was the hottest female singer on the charts at the moment, a soul and blues singer with six Grammy nominations, and two top-ten singles in the past year. It had to have cost Arsenault a small fortune to get her to appear. Then again, everything about the party suggested that he’d spent several small fortunes on the evening.


Looking as if her face had recently been stretched, nipped, and tucked, Louisa Arsenault, the tycoon’s wife, took the end of the song to rush up and embrace Knox. Then Louisa took the microphone and purred at the audience in a sweet Southern drawl, “Isn’t she fantastic? Isn’t she the best money can buy?”


Despite the singer’s awkward reaction to that there were cheers all around.


“Beau?” Louisa said. “Would you like to come up and greet our guests?”


A hush fell over the room as her husband set down his bourbon glass on the lip of a marble planter and made his way up onto the raised platform, grabbing a flute of champagne from a passing waiter along the way. The mogul bowed to Cassie Knox, who looked embarrassed, and then kissed his wife and turned to the crowd, raising his glass and shouting, “A Merry Christmas and a profitable New Year to one and all!”


Monarch, who was already making a beeline for that empty bourbon glass, knew the tycoon was going to say that, word for word. As a matter of fact, he knew a whole lot about Beau Arsenault and his legendary Christmas party.


The mogul had come up on the thief’s radar eleven months before, in the aftermath of the kidnapping of U.S. Secretary of State Agnes Lawton by the Sons of Prophecy terrorists. It turned out that the Niamey, the oil tanker the terrorists seized, had belonged to one of Arsenault’s many far-flung companies.


Arsenault had also been a college classmate and client of Secretary Lawton’s late husband, Bill, who was implicated in the kidnapping, and who took his own life before he could be arrested. According to reports Monarch had seen, the FBI looked at Arsenault but they’d found no connection to the Sons of Prophecy.


And to his credit, the mogul had supported Secretary Lawton in the wake of it all, even speaking at her husband’s funeral when the rest of Washington had treated Bill Lawton as a pariah. Other than owning the tanker and knowing Bill Lawton, Arsenault looked like a stand-up guy.


Still, there had been something about the billionaire that bothered the thief. He’d gotten an old friend and colleague, Gloria Barnett, to look into the fat cat’s background.


Barnett was brilliant at what she did—a hybridization of high-speed research, technical support, and crisis ops—and she was soon funneling Monarch everything that she could find on the mogul and his wife.


Arsenault was one of those guys born on third base. His father had been a successful oil wildcatter from Louisiana, and his mother came from an old-money Connecticut family. Their combined wealth had topped thirty million dollars, which meant their son had spent his childhood moving between a plantation outside New Orleans, the estate in Greenwich, and beachfront cottages on Galveston Island and Nantucket. Beau had been educated at Phillips Exeter, Yale, and Tulane Law School.


When Arsenault was twenty-four, his parents died in a plane his father, an expert aviator, was flying. The FAA believed he’d had a heart attack despite the fact he’d had an electrocardiogram the week before and passed with ease.


Arsenault had left Tulane Law to take control of the family fortune, and in twenty-nine years had expanded it exponentially to include companies and investments in everything from oil exploration and shipping to steel, pharmaceuticals, and government contracting. Along the way, he’d become a behind-the-scenes player in politics, spending lavishly in support of candidates who supported his causes in Washington.


In his daily life, the tycoon seemed to go out of his way to avoid the spotlight. His wife, however, was a different story. A former debutant from Shreveport, Louisa was a publicity hound. Barnett found articles in Architectural Digest that described Louisa’s rebuilding of the plantation house, which was destroyed during Hurricane Katrina, and her renovation of the massive Georgian mansion in Greenwich. There was also a recent article in Vanity Fair that used the Arsenault’s annual Christmas party to illustrate Louisa’s ever-expanding social presence among the top one percent of the top one percent.


This was all stuff anyone with a bit of curiosity could have gleaned from the public record and the Internet, and hardly reason for someone like Monarch to target the Arsenaults. But Barnett had dug deeper than the public record and the Internet. She’d hired a guy Monarch knew only as Zullo, a computer security genius, to hack the mogul.


Zullo got into several of Arsenault’s computers, put a tap on his mobile phone, and made similar inroads into Louisa’s electronics. Zullo soon discovered that the mogul had made a ridiculous amount of money—roughly seven billion dollars—in and around the time the secretary of state was kidnapped.


Arsenault had divested and shorted the markets in the months before the incident, and then bought back into the markets shortly after Agnes Lawton’s rescue. At the time, there had been speculation at high levels of the intelligence community that the kidnapping might have been less about religious extremism and more about political influence and profit.


But there was nothing Zullo found that said Arsenault’s bold moves in the stock market had been anything more than the shrewd acts of a savvy investor. To the contrary, there was documentation—letters, e-mails, and the like—to prove that the mogul had been fearful of a stock market crash going back two years or more, and that he had been gradually reducing his exposure before going short. Arsenault’s reasons for buying back into the market after the steep slide caused by the attacks had also been amply documented.


The Securities and Exchange Commission looked into Arsenault’s big gains, but came up with nothing to connect the mogul to illegal activities. At least in that case.


Zullo and Barnett did, however, find ample evidence that Arsenault regularly engaged in questionable and illegal activities such as kickbacks, money laundering, and tax evasion. Despite his stupefying wealth, the mogul liked to hoard physical cash in various currencies, as well as gold coins, jewelry, and bearer bonds as a way of keeping significant sums of undeclared income close at hand.


That had gotten the thief thinking that the mogul’s illicit stash might help Sister Rachel Diego del Mar, a physician and missionary who rescued orphans from the slums of Buenos Aires. Sister Rachel saved Monarch from that wretched life when he was a teenage gangbanger; he’d spent these last few years stealing money from crooks, rescuing people for cash, and giving it all to the missionary’s cause.


So where did a mogul like Arsenault hide his loot?


Using construction plans as well as detailed digital blueprints, the thief was able to study the renovated mansion’s layout, including an unlabeled space inside heavily reinforced concrete walls in the basement next to the wine cellar. Monarch believed that space held a vault, a likely storage place for Arsenault’s stash. This is what had brought him to the Christmas party with a forged invitation, a place on the guest list courtesy of Zullo, and a need to grab that empty bourbon glass the mogul had been using.


“Merry Christmas, Beau and Louisa!” the party crowd roared around the thief, raising their champagne. “And a profitable New Year!”


Monarch snagged the cut-glass tumbler just as a waiter was about to bus it. Cassie Knox and her band broke into “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas.”


Arsenault took Louisa in his arms and they began to dance. Monarch glanced at his watch. It was seven thirty on the dot, exactly when the Vanity Fair article had said they would dance. You had to hand it to them: they had the Christmas party thing down to a science.


Monarch stood a moment watching the mogul and his wife work the floor as if they were trying out for Dancing with the Stars. He hated to admit it, but they were pretty good.


Then with all eyes on the host and hostess, the thief got down to work.










 


Chapter 4


Reaching up behind his left ear, Monarch turned on the hearing aide. Fitting his fingernail beneath the stem of the Patek Phillip, he tugged it out about a sixteenth of an inch until he felt a click. Then he got hold of the pin that held the sprig of holly to his tux lapel and twisted it counterclockwise.


“Test,” Monarch murmured, glancing over at the Arsenaults waltzing.


“Loud and clear,” said Gloria Barnett. A tall, bookish, stoop-shouldered woman with wire-rimmed glasses and a shock of flame-red hair, she was staying about ten miles away at the Delamar Greenwich Harbor, a discreet five-star hotel.


The week before, Barnett had managed to pilfer a glass Arsenault had been using at a swank restaurant near his offices. But they’d found four different sets of fingerprints on the glass, which meant they had to be checked against the prints on the bourbon glass Monarch had just grabbed.


Monarch said, “Ready?


“Ready and waiting.”


The room burst into applause as the mogul and his wife finished their dance and Monarch eased over by one of the Christmas trees set against the ballroom walls, pulled out the bourbon glass, checked it for prints other than his own, and found four sharp ones. Getting out the iPhone, he glanced around. Attention was still focused on the band, which had broken into “Jingle Bell Rock.” Monarch used the macro lens to snap several close-up photos of the prints before setting the glass aside.


Monarch sent the pictures, and said, “You should have them.”


“Just in,” she said. “Give me a few seconds.”


“That’s all we’ve got,” he replied.


As more guests took to the dance floor and others lined up to dig into the sumptuous buffet, Monarch waited, wondering if the macro lens had picked up the fingerprints, wondered if his night was done, finished, right there, and right—


“We have a match,” Barnett said. “It’s number two. Repeat. Numeral two. Index, right hand.”


“Got it. Make your call.”


“Here we go then,” she replied. “Watch him.”


Monarch slid out from beside that Christmas tree, and located the Arsenaults still on the dance floor. The song came to a crescendo and then to an end. Arsenault had his hands overhead, cheering and clapping wildly along with his delighted guests before Monarch saw the posture of his head change by several sharp degrees. The mogul began to reach into his tux pocket, but his wife’s bejeweled hand shot out and stopped him.


Monarch could almost hear Louisa scolding her husband for trying to take a business call during the party. The tycoon nodded, acted chastened, and then kissed his wife before heading off, looking as if he were going to mingle with his nondancing guests.


But Monarch knew better. Once he was out of his wife’s sight, Arsenault would check the caller ID on the phone, his private phone, a number known to only a select few, and then used only rarely and for the most delicate of situations. The mogul exited the ballroom into a broad hallway that ran back toward the foyer. He got out the cell phone while still strolling along. Monarch watched from afar, saw Arsenault listen to the phone, and then jerk to a stop.


Knew that would get your attention, Monarch thought, suppressing a grin as he pivoted and looked back toward the stage where Knox was crooning “Santa Baby” and looking very sexy. Arsenault rushed past the thief, heading on a diagonal across the ballroom.


Who you going to for help, Big Beau? Monarch thought, scanning the crowd in front of the mogul, and then spotting his likely target.


With a rectangular build, military posture, and a short, tight haircut, the man had a bull’s neck that looked garroted by his tux collar and tie. His name was Billy Saunders. A former Boston cop, FBI agent, and counterterror specialist, Saunders was among the best security experts that money could buy.


Arsenault gestured Saunders aside and murmured something in his ear. Saunders went on high alert and asked several sharp questions that the mogul answered with equal sharpness. Saunders hesitated, but then nodded and moved off quickly.


Monarch could tell Arsenault wanted to either chase Saunders or flee the ballroom entirely. But before the mogul could do either, a gaggle of fifty-something women with stretched skin surrounded him and began congratulating him on his wife’s latest high-society victory.


Saunders was soon back, however, with a woman in tow. Late forties, ash blond, handsome rather than beautiful, and wearing a navy blue business suit, Meg Pratt oozed Harvard Business School competence. Pratt was Arsenault’s personal attorney, a woman who had to know the closets where the mogul kept his skeletons. She and Saunders nodded at Arsenault as they hurried past him, heading for the only other way out of the ballroom.


“Fish on the hook,” Monarch murmured into the small microphone in the boutonniere pin. “Saunders and Pratt, too.”


“I can be very convincing,” Barnett said.


“Well done,” Monarch replied, taking a glass of champagne off the tray from a waitress who was happening by.


Arsenault, meanwhile, watched his retreating attorney and security chief, and then pleasantly excused himself from the gaggle of stretched-skin women.


Monarch glanced at his watch. It was 7:55 p.m.


Trailing the tycoon and his aides out into a hallway lined with maple wainscoting and forest green and gold wallpaper, he saw the trio pause near the far end of the passage before disappearing through a doorway on the left.


“Looks like our instincts were spot on,” Monarch murmured, heading for the nearest toilet, two doors down on the right. “They’re going downstairs.”


“Still the three?” Barnett asked as he entered the powder room, shut the door, and locked it.


“Unless there are guards down there,” he said, turning and taking in the room at a glance, registering the fact that every inch of floor, wall, and ceiling was covered in beautiful Italian black-and-white glass tiles save a bank of mirrors, a tile vanity, and a black toilet.


Fishing in his left pocket, Monarch came up with and put on ultra-sheer latex gloves. Then he got that pack of Rothman cigarettes from his breast pocket, tore off the cellophane wrapper, and stuffed it in his pants pocket.


Carefully, he opened the box, revealing six cigarettes spaced neatly inside, two on each end, and two in the middle. Gaps between the cigarettes held four tiny darts, with slender shafts as sharp as acupuncture needles. Three were fitted with miniscule blue fins. The fins of the fourth were tan. A tube cut and painted to mimic a cigarette was nestled beside them.


Monarch slid one blue dart into that stubby tube taped to his right wrist. The lone tan dart went into the tube on his left wrist. A second blue dart dropped snuggly into the fake cigarette. Setting it down, he pushed aside a small loaded syringe in the cigarette pack to remove a small container of breath strips.


Opening it, he spilled the contents on the counter. Four rectangular plastic strips came out, each carrying a numeral on its paper backing. Finding number two, which matched Arsenault’s right index finger, he peeled back that paper layer, revealing a mild adhesive. As careful as a jeweler, Monarch laid the print replica across the latex-covered pad of his index finger. He swept the others up and pocketed them.


Someone knocked at the door.


“Be right out,” he called in a slight slur.


Looking in the mirror, Monarch sagged the muscles of his face, and slid the glasses slightly down his nose while opening his eyes wide as if he were having trouble understanding his predicament. Then he put the Rothman pack in his breast pocket, turned his bow tie slightly askew, and snatched up the fake cigarette and the flute of champagne.


A bosomy blond woman spilling out of a tight, shimmering dress looked at Monarch with a New Yorker’s sense of disgusted superiority, and said, “Thought you’d died in there.”


“Sorry,” the thief slurred, and staggered slightly, moving past her.


“Hope you’re not driving,” she called after him.


Without turning back to her, he waved his right hand, still palming the fake cigarette and proceeded not toward the ballroom, but to that door Arsenault and his handlers had gone through. He weaved down the hallway, acting like a man toying with the limits of alcohol consumption.


Abreast of the door, Monarch spotted the optical reading device set at handle height, slowed to a wobbly stop, and pivoted as if he’d realized he was heading in the wrong direction. The hallway behind him was empty except for two women waiting to use the powder room, and chatting about which sixty-grand-a-year kindergarten was necessary if their grandkids were to have any hope in life.


Taking a shaky step, Monarch reached out as if to catch his balance, and stabbed his index finger into the reader. Even though Barnett had made an exact copy of Arsenault’s print, he had a moment’s worry before hearing a click.


The door sagged.


“In,” Monarch said, pushing it open.


“Godspeed, John Glenn,” she whispered.










 


Chapter 5


“Funny,” Monarch muttered as he stepped onto a landing atop a carpeted staircase, and eased shut the door behind him.


Muffled voices came to the thief, two males, one woman, obviously under pressure. He crept down the staircase to the edge of a game room filled with a dozen or more arcade games. Though the machines glowed, there was no one in the room. The door directly opposite the stairs was open into a dim hallway bisected by a shaft of light about halfway down.


Monarch went into the narrow passage, hearing the voices clearly now as he padded toward them, ready to shift personae in an instant.


“You should return to the party, Beau,” the attorney, Pratt, was saying. “We’ll take care of this.”


“Two people cannot move all of this,” Arsenault protested. “Certainly not in one night. My God, Meg, why would they come on a Saturday?”


“To make a statement,” Saunders, the security chief, said. “Feds love doing that, especially Treasury agents and FBI.”


“Has Estes called you back?” the mogul asked.


“Not yet,” said Pratt. “But the woman you spoke with, she definitely used the word ‘Exodus’?”


“Three times,” Arsenault said. “Three.”


“Then we don’t take chances and we move,” Saunders said. “Now.”


By then the thief was almost to the light shining across the hallway. Taking a deep, calming breath he acted completely shit-faced as he stumbled around the corner into view, drunken bemusement spilling out every pore.


“El bano, senors y senora?” Monarch said in a slurred Spanish tone, waving the champagne flute at the trio.


They stood on the brick floor of the wine cellar, Arsenault, his attorney, and security chief, all looking at the thief in shock. A massive oaken wine rack behind them had been pulled out from the wall, revealing the face of a large closed safe with a green glowing digital mechanism.


“Sir,” Saunders said, moving toward Monarch as he staggered into the wine cellar. “You’re not supposed to be . . .”


The thief reached for the security chief as if he might collapse. As he did, he snapped his right hand back, super-arching his wrist. Monarch felt his forearm flex before hearing the dull thud of the air gun going off. The blue dart hit Saunders just above his cummerbund.


The security chief reacted as if he’d been stung by a wasp and slapped at it, shifting his attention just long enough for Monarch to veer off and shoot Arsenault at closer range, the tan-finned dart embedding dead center of his stomach.


“Damn it!” the tycoon shouted, slapping at his belly. “What was that? Are there bugs in here, Billy? And who are you . . .”


Saunders didn’t answer, and neither did the thief as he went blowzily toward the confused attorney, the fake cigarette in his lips, and his hands patting his pockets as if for a lighter before expelling air hard and right at her from less than ten inches away. The second blue dart caught her in the right cheek. Pratt jumped back and howled.


“Stop right there,” Saunders said behind Monarch in an unsure tone.


Still acting hammered Monarch looked over as if he were seeing Saunders in triplicate. The security chief was carrying a Glock pistol and aiming it at the thief. Monarch could see the green laser beaming out of the aftermarket sight, and coursing all over his chest. He could also see Saunders’s eyes, how they were wandering looser than they should have been.


“Hey, hey, no, senor,” Monarch said in that slurred Spanish accent. “No need for guns. Carlos Munoz comes in peace man. Just need to pee. Too much champagne.”


The security chief tried to get angry, but that emotion was quickly overwhelmed by puzzlement. He seemed to kiss the air before the pistol fell from his hand, clanked, and skittered on the bricks. Saunders reached out toward one of the wine bays along the near wall and missed it by a good six inches before crashing facedown on the floor.


“Billy, what’s . . . ?” Arsenault said. “What’s . . . ? Call . . . ?”


The mogul stood there, shaking his head like a man who’d forgotten his own name. His attorney looked dizzy before she sat down hard and fell over on her side, out cold.


Moving quickly to shut the wine cellar door, Monarch said, “Very effective stuff that diluted rhino tranquilizer.”


“Told you carfentanil would do the trick,” Barnett said in his ear.


“Anybody ever tell you you’re the best?” Monarch said, turning back toward Arsenault who had gotten a different drug than his lawyer and security chief. The mogul was still upright, but acting like someone in an advanced stage of Alzheimer’s.


“Whaaa?” the tycoon said.


“Senor Arsenault?” the thief said, affecting concern as he moved to the mogul, took his elbow, and led him to one of the chairs at the wine-tasting table. “Please. For you, the best seat in the house.”


Arsenault blinked, nodded, but didn’t seem to understand why. Then he looked up at Monarch blearily, cocked his head as if in some recognition, and said, “I know . . . You are . . .”


“Your friend,” Monarch said. “The safe, senor. You wish it open, yes?”


The tycoon started to shake his head, but then nodded. “IRS coming.”


“Got to clear it out,” the thief said.


“Got to bug out,” Arsenault corrected.


That was the beauty of the cocktail the tan dart had delivered to the tycoon’s system: ethanol mixed with midazolam created a hypnotic sense of well-being and total separation from reality. U.S. intelligence agencies had used a variety of the recipe for years. It was unlikely that Arsenault would remember much of the experience.


“Yes, we must to bug out, senor,” Monarch said. “Give Carlos the combination and he opens the safe for you.”


The mogul had trouble with that. He raised his finger, waved it uncertainly, and gave up. Finally, in a monotone, he said, “M-two-B-five-Z-twenty-six-P-eleven-C-eleven.”


Walking straight to the digital pad Monarch entered the combination using his finger overlain with that replica of Arsenault’s fingerprint. There was a whirring noise and the locks in the safe door relaxed and withdrew.


“We’re in,” Monarch said into the microphone.


“You’ve got forty-three minutes.”


He understood. It was two minutes past eight. At eight forty-five, Arsenault was expected to raise another toast of holiday good cheer to his guests. The thief intended to be long gone by the time someone thought to come looking for the tycoon.


The safe was large enough to be called a vault, with room for a man of his size to duck down and step inside. Steel boxes and drawers were stacked floor to ceiling on both sides of the vault and along its rear wall.


Monarch went through them fast, finding eight or nine set aside for Louisa’s extensive jewelry collection and an equal number that contained deeds, titles, and other documents. Every thirty seconds or so, he looked out to make sure that Arsenault was still sitting at his wine-tasting table with a look that said, “Was I just kicked upside the head?”


Ordinarily, given the quality of the jewelry, Monarch would have been stuffing it all into sacks along with the gold coins and bars that filled at least fifteen drawers. But there was no way he could carry even a fraction of what the Arsenaults had squirreled away in precious metals and stones.


Besides, Monarch believed there was something equally valuable and infinitely more transportable and negotiable in the vault. He found it, or them actually, stored in legal-size clasp envelopes in a wide drawer at the bottom of the rear wall.


Corporate and government “bearer bonds” are unregistered. There is no recording of ownership or the transaction that led to ownership. If you are in possession of such bonds, they are yours, hence the term “bearer.” Prior to 1982, such financial instruments were commonplace. The United States used to issue them in denominations of up to a million dollars.


But in the late 1970s, due to their involvement in money laundering schemes, the issuance of such bonds in America was greatly curtailed. All bearer bonds issued by the United States prior to 1982 matured by 2007. But as of 2009, there were still about $100 million in bearer paper yet to be redeemed. A quick look in the first envelope and Monarch knew he was looking at approximately $4.5 million in negotiable U.S. instruments. The second envelope contained bearer bonds worth $7.2 million. The remaining three envelopes contained similar paper issued in 1977 by Ford and IBM, and worth $8.24 million.


Total haul: $19.94 million.


It was enough, more than enough, Monarch decided. He tucked the five envelopes inside the jacket and under his left arm. Leaving the vault, he glanced at Saunders and Pratt, and saw they were laboring for breath. Animal tranquilizers can be tricky things when administered to humans. People under their influence have been known to suffer respiratory failure.


Arsenault, however, was still looking off into the distance with the stunned expression of an absinthe drinker on a binge, and in a singsong voice, kept saying, “I know . . . I know.”


The thief retrieved the cigarette pack from his pocket once again. After reloading the fake cigarette with the last dart, he got out that small hypodermic syringe. By that time, the security chief was making asthmatic noises and the attorney was choking on every second breath.


Monarch checked his watch: 8:26 p.m. He now had nineteen minutes before someone might come looking for Arsenault and his aides. He found and retrieved the darts from Pratt and Saunders, and then used the syringe to shoot them each with diprenorphine, an opiate antagonist that would neutralize the effects of the tranquilizers. They’d come around within fifteen or twenty minutes, suffering headaches of biblical proportions but essentially okay.


Standing and turning to check Arsenault, Monarch figured it would be closer to an hour before the mogul would own his own thoughts. At the moment, he was pointing at the thief, jabbing the air as if he were on an invisible phone.


“Don’t worry, senor,” Monarch said. “You will feel better in the morning.”


As he headed toward the door, he held the champagne flute in his left hand to camouflage the fact he had the envelopes clasped under his armpit, and had the fake cigarette between the index and middle fingers of his right hand.


“Exiting,” he said.


Then Monarch opened the wine cellar door.


Louisa Arsenault seemed to have been reaching for that same door from the opposite side. The mogul’s wife stumbled, surprised, looked right into the thief’s face at close quarters, and then past him, seeing Saunders and Pratt on the floor, and her husband looking like he’d drunk the better part of the wine in the cellar.


“Who are . . . ?” she cried. “What is . . . ?”


Monarch smiled, raised the fake cigarette to his lips, and blew the last dart. It struck her dead center of her forehead. She squealed, stepped back, and raised her hands to swat at it. As she did, the thief grabbed her above her emerald and diamond necklace, plucked the dart from her skin, and threw her into the wine cellar. She crashed into the tasting table, and was going to the floor when he slammed shut the door.


“Fuck,” Monarch said.


“What?” Barnett demanded.


“It’s not good,” he said as he began to jog back toward that arcade room and the stairs to the main floor. “Louisa got a good look at—”


Monarch heard the door to the wine cellar open behind him. He slowed for a step, looked over his shoulder, and saw Arsenault’s wife holding Saunders’s Glock. The socialite was squared off in a combat stance, arms rising, but unsteady on her feet, fighting the tranquilizer.


She won’t shoot, Monarch thought an instant before the gun barked.


The bullet punched the thief in the gut, spun him around, and he crashed against the wall.










 


Chapter 6


Ears ringing, Monarch threw himself sideways toward the game room to avoid a second bullet. Glancing back, he saw Louisa succumbing to the drugs, dropping the gun, and pitching forward onto the hallway rug.


“I’m hit,” he said, gritting his teeth, and struggling to his feet through the game room.


Barnett came back all business. “How bad?”


Looking down the thief saw that the cummerbund showed blood spreading. He set the champagne glass on a foosball table, and probed the wound in front and behind, finding no exit wound.


“Abdomen, lower right ventral side,” Monarch replied, reaching the stairs. “It’s still in there.”


“Mayday?”


“Not yet,” he said, though he felt like puking with every step.


“Can you bind it?”


“I’ll let you know,” the thief said, climbing the stairs.


At the top he could hear voices and realized he was sweating hard. Still holding the bonds inside his tux jacket and up under his left armpit, Monarch opened the door, finding several guests and staff members staring back at him.


“We heard a loud noise,” one of the servers said.


“A shooting!” Monarch squealed in that Mexican accent. “Big Beau shot Louisa! I saw it!”


Gasps and screams went up, and he went on, “Call the police! Run for cover! The rich one, he goes insane!”


Whether it was fear of a pistol-packing mogul gone haywire, or fear of getting caught up in a scandal sure to be plastered all over the New York Post, everyone in the hallway broke into a blind sprint toward the ballroom and the front door. Monarch slammed the basement door shut, and went in the opposite direction, toward a pair of closed doors he knew led to Arsenault’s library and private office.


The thief was suddenly and wildly thirsty. It’s a common symptom of a gut shot. The body demands water to flush out the acidic digestive fluids seeping into the wound. There was a caterer’s cart there in the hall. It carried coffee cups, saucers, and cloth napkins. Monarch stuffed a wad of napkins inside the cummerbund as he tried to run, provoking a true blast of pain, the first agonizing spasm to break through the early shock, so strong it forced him to wonder if he had the strength to get free of the estate before the police arrived.


Flashing on the interior of a prison cell—a common enough memory from Monarch’s past—he swallowed the pain, opened the door to Arsenault’s office, and stepped inside a room decorated like a British men’s club. The revelers in the ballroom seemed not to have heard about the shooting because all he could make out was laughter and the strains of a cello as he shut the door behind him.


In front of the thief and to his left, a woman in an ankle-length black coat stood with her back turned, facing a credenza. She seemed to wince at the sound of the door closing, and then threw back her head, finishing a drink, and slamming down the glass before she said in a defiant tone, “I’m here as you demanded, Beau, but I won’t do it. Not here. Not with your bitch of a wife and all those people in the house. In fact, I’m telling you we won’t do it ever again. And I don’t care if your lack of support hurts my career. I really don’t—”


Cassie Knox had turned enough by then to see Monarch. The singer’s hand shot to her mouth, and she stammered, “I’m sorry. I thought you were . . .”


“The rich prick that somehow leveraged you into fucking him?” he said.


Her chin retreated a second, and then shot forward. “Who are you?”


“Someone else with a beef with Big Beau Arsenault,” he replied, before being wracked with pain so bad he gasped and bent double.


“What’s wrong with you?” Knox asked in alarm, taking a step toward him.


The thief looked up at her, realized the truth was the only way to get her on his side, and gasped, “Louisa shot me while I was stealing a chunk of Beau’s secret, and highly illegal, cash stash so I could give it to orphans in South America.”


The singer gazed at Monarch, head slightly tilted for several puzzled moments before saying, “What? Like fucking Robin Hood or something?”


“Close enough.”


Knox smiled. “Serves the bastard right.”


Realizing he had an unlikely ally, the thief said, “Can you help me get out of here? Just off the estate? To the stables? I’ve got a car there.”


She hesitated, thought, and said, “You have the money?”


“Right here,” Monarch said, growing weaker. “I’ll give you a million untraceable dollars if you get me off this estate.”


“Oh, no, you won’t,” the singer said in a scolding tone. “I’ll help you, but Cassie Knox does not steal from orphans.”


Monarch managed a smile. “Do you have a car?”


“Parked in their carriage house,” she said, and put her arm under his shoulder. “C’mon, I know the way.”


The pain pulsed through the thief’s stomach with every step, but he drove himself to keep moving. Knox led him out the other door of the library and down a hallway off the kitchen, which was still bustling with caterers and cooks. He kept looking at the floor for blood, but so far the napkins seemed to be absorbing it all. Knox opened a door beside the pantry, revealing a staircase.


“Where’s that go?” he gasped.


“The tunnel to the carriage house,” she said. “You don’t think folks like the Arsenaults go outside if they don’t have to, do you?”


Monarch was light-headed, but managed to stay on his feet as she got him down the stairs to a narrow hallway about two hundred feet long, and decorated with the mogul’s substantial collection of modern art. They exited into a carriage house, which was more like an auto museum with exotic cars stacked on lifts at the rear of the space.


“Leaving so soon, Ms. Knox?” a man’s voice called.


The singer pivoted toward a security guard in his late twenties, smiled, said, “I have to be back in Manhattan so I can finish shopping in the morning, and my friend, Mr. Harris, isn’t feeling well.”


Wrapping his arms around his wounded gut, Monarch grunted, “Oysters, they do it to me every time.”


“Snowing hard out there,” he warned. “Nor’easter.”


“Thankfully, I’ve got all-wheel drive, great tires, and fog lights,” she said.


The guard hesitated before gesturing at a black Audi Q5 on the other side of the garage. “Your keys are in it. I’ll get the door raised for you.”


“Thank you,” she said, and started to lead Monarch away.


“Ms. Knox?” the guard said.


She hesitated, glanced at the thief, and then looked back over her shoulder, saying, “Yes?”


“I just wanted to say what an honor it is to meet you. I’m a big fan.”


Knox conjured up a thousand-watt smile, said, “Well, aren’t you the sweetest thing for saying so?”


“Be safe on your drive,” he said.


“I will,” she replied, hurried Monarch toward the Audi, and got him in the passenger seat. Sitting down like that almost knocked him unconscious, and he could not help groaning as she climbed in the other side.


Concerned, Knox nevertheless started the car, and said, “I can’t take you to a hospital like this. It would get out that I was involved.”


“Just my car,” the thief gasped. “It’s across the street at the stables.”


“I can do that,” the singer said, and threw the Audi in reverse.


They went out into the driving snow that had already blanketed the vehicles parked outside the carriage house. There was a line of cars ahead, driven by the valets for a nervous crowd of guests standing on the walkway, trying to look nonchalant but desperate to get off the estate.


Knox downshifted, went the wrong way around the circular driveway, taking them right to the gate and that burly guard who’d checked credentials earlier. He came around to her window, knocked on it.


“Nice driving,” he said.


“I’m in a hurry,” the singer replied.


“So what’s going on up there?” he asked. “Usually people stay to all hours.”


“Christmas shopping calls in the morning for me,” Knox said.


The guard ducked down to look at Monarch. He smiled weakly, said, “Stomach bug. She’s taking me to my car.”


The guard stepped back, said, “That sucks. Merry Christmas.”


The gate swung open and they drove onto the main road.


As a way of getting his mind off the pain, the thief asked, “So how did Beau get his claws into you?”


Knox hesitated, but then hardened and turned into the snowy stable road, saying, “He heard me sing in a club in Chicago, and he’s the deep pockets behind several recording companies. He made it all happen for me.”


“And threatened to make it un-happen if you weren’t nice in return?”


“Sums it up,” she said.


“Beauregard Arsenault, model citizen.”


Knox snorted derisively, and then went quiet. It took them less than a minute to find where the valets had parked the Range Rover.


“You sure you can drive?” the singer asked.


“About to find out. Thanks for the lift.”


He started to get out. She said, “Who are you really anyway?”


“Sometimes I don’t know myself,” Monarch said. “You leave first.”


He could tell she wanted to ask more, but he shut the door and trudged in burning agony through the falling snow to the Rover. Knox waited until the thief was inside, had the engine going, and the headlights on before pulling away.


Following her taillights up the hill to the main road, he turned right when she went left toward Greenwich. Heading north, he passed the entrance to the estate. A stream of cars was exiting like rats from a sinking ship. Blue lights began to flash far behind him in the rearview mirror.


Throwing the Rover into four-wheel drive, Monarch pressed down on the accelerator, trying to put distance between him and stately Arsenault manor. For several minutes, he thought he was going to be able to make it the ten miles to the pickup point.


Then the pain turned excruciating. The thief tasted blood in the back of his throat. Sparkling dots began to dance in front of his eyes as he peered out into the blizzard, trying to stay on the road. But soon Monarch could barely tell the difference between the dots and the snow driven in the headlights.


He was done. He knew it.


Taking his foot off the gas, he triggered the microphone on his lapel.


“Mayday,” he whispered, fighting to get the car over on the shoulder.


The thief never heard a response. The Rover’s tires lost contact with the road, the shoulder, and the snow. It pitched forward and out into space. Seeing rocks and trees fly by in his peripheral vision, as if he’d driven off the side of a ravine, he was aware of plunging several seconds before smashing off something hard and then dropping again.


The thick tree trunk registered in Monarch’s brain a split second before the head-on collision that banished him into darkness.










 


Chapter 7


EARLY THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON . . .


Beau Arsenault had been raised to believe that a man who drank before five had no real ambition in life, and a man who swore in public was destined to mediocrity. The mogul also had been taught that a man who failed to control his emotions was a fool easily played.


And yet, as his mansion echoed with the sounds of workmen moving tables and chairs in the foyer, and others in the ballroom painting over Dickens’s London, Arsenault paced in his library, wanting to drink a fifth of bourbon, scream obscenities at the top of his lungs, and put his fist through a wall.


To make matters worse, he still had a colossal headache from whatever drug he’d been given. He hated that his mind felt foggy. He hated this sense of violation. He loathed being used. He despised the fact that he’d been played big time.


In my own fucking home, for Christ’s sake!


And I can’t say a fucking thing to the police!


For what seemed like the hundredth time, the billionaire thought about that drunk guy who’d wandered into the wine cellar, trying to see him in his memory. But the drugs had blurred things. Was he Mexican or something? The only name he and Louisa had not recognized on the list was Asa Johanson.


Asa Johanson? That’s not a Mexican name.


Who the fuck is Asa Johanson?


I don’t care who he is! That weasel motherfucker is going to regret ever crossing Beauregard Arsenault. That weasel motherfucker is going to suffer like he’s never suffered before.


He knew he couldn’t tell the police what had happened. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to get his money back, and wreak revenge.


Count on it.


Looking out the window at the snowy landscape, Arsenault calmed himself. In the greater scheme of things, the loss of the bearer bonds wasn’t that hard a hit; they represented a small fraction of the stash he’d squirreled away. No, it wasn’t the money. It was the principle of the thing.


That motherfucking lowlife ripped me off in my own home at my own Christmas party, for Christ’s sake! That fucker worked me, worked all of us!


“Beau!” Louisa called, rapping at the library door. “Beau, are you in there?”


Arsenault cringed. His wife’s voice sounded so high, reedy, and grating that it ratcheted his headache up a notch.


“Coming dear,” he called, went to the door, unlocked and opened it.


Louisa entered and spun to face him as soon as he’d shut the door.


“I’ve been on the phone all morning with Evie doing damage control,” she said in a low, conspiratorial voice. “We’ve told people exactly what we told the police, that you were not drunk last night, that you had some kind of allergic reaction to a new blood pressure medicine, and that the idea of turning a champagne cork popping into a murder was someone’s idea of a sick joke. Evie’s already talked to Page Six about it, and averted total disaster. They were on to it.”


Evie Dickenson was his wife’s publicist. She was supposed to guard their reputation from all press attacks, foreign and domestic.


“Evie ever hear of Asa Johanson?” he asked.


“Never,” Louisa said. “And I’ve already fired the two idiots who let him get on the guest list. Where’s Saunders and Pratt?”


“Still downstairs looking,” Arsenault said.


His wife’s voice lowered again. “I’m telling you again that I hit that man, Big Beau. Last thing I remember was a solid sight picture.”


“I believe you, sweetness,” Arsenault said.


“Then how did he get out of here without leaving any blood?”


“I have no idea,” he said, feeling a blade of pain knife through his skull so sharply that he sat down in one of the leather wingback chairs, closed his eyes, and began rubbing at his temples.


“You sure you don’t want to see someone?” Louisa asked. “I can call in the concierge doctor Evie recommended. She said he’s completely discreet.”


“No doctors,” he said firmly. “We are limiting exposure. Are we clear?”


“Suit yourself,” she sniffed. “Evie has no idea by the way.”


His eyes flew open. “I should fucking hope not! She’s the biggest fucking blabbermouth I know.”


“Don’t shout and don’t be vulgar,” Louisa shot back. “I am not the enemy here. We are in this together. And Evie is on our side.”


“With what we pay her, I’m sure she is,” Arsenault griped, and hung his head in his hands. He took a deep breath and moved his mind beyond the pain, rifling through what he knew and what he suspected.


The thief knew about the safe and its contents. How was that possible? Either he had an inside accomplice, or he’d hacked into the computers. Only five people knew about the safe: he and his wife, Saunders, Pratt, and the man who’d installed it. Since the installer would have no idea what they were going to put in the safe, and since Saunders and Pratt had proved their loyalty time and again, he was left believing that they’d been hacked by an expert.


That expert had also managed to get this Asa Johanson inserted into the guest list at the last moment, and used e-mails from Arsenault’s personal secretary to do it. Once inside the party, the thief kept moving with his face always angled to avoid the security cameras, which meant he knew about them. And then that woman had called his private phone, and said, “Exodus. Air-conditioner repairmen coming tomorrow morning to check the wine cellar. Exodus. Exodus.”


Air-conditioner repairmen.


Exodus.


How had they gotten those code words? Over the years he’d paid millions in bribes to top law enforcement officials in return for a promise to warn him if he was the subject of an investigation. Air-conditioner repairmen meant U.S. Treasury agents. Exodus warned of the highest possible threat, and Arsenault knew for a fact that no one had ever written these codes down. They had been agreed upon orally. Which meant that either someone deep in his back pocket had talked, an unlikely scenario, or someone had listened in.


He lifted his head, said, “What phone were you using to talk to Evie?”


“I’m not stupid, Beau,” Louisa said. “It was a disposable.”


“Don’t use your regular cell or the house phone for anything until Saunders can sweep them.”


“You think they bugged us?”


He nodded.


His wife turned grim and then suspicious, looking around the library saying, “You don’t think . . .”


He understood, agreed with her thinking, but said, “I don’t know.”


Louisa’s eyes flared and she hissed, “We’re not having Christmas here then. I won’t spend another day in this house until we know for certain.”


“Grandkids will be disappointed, Big Mama,” Arsenault said. “They wanted snow.”


“Big Mama will make it up to them,” Louisa said. “We’re packing. I’ll call Windham to get the jet ready. We’re going back to Twelve Oaks.”


Before the mogul could remind her that their plantation outside New Orleans could have been bugged as well, there was a sharp knock at the door.


“Yes?” Louisa demanded.


“It’s Billy and Meg,” said Saunders. “We’ve got something.”


Arsenault got up fast and opened the door. His security chief and attorney entered, dressed casually, and holding paper bags. When he closed the door, Louisa whispered, “Is this room safe, Billy?”
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