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PRELUDE














Chapter 1




2:14 P.M. ON MONDAY




The man in the light-blue robes circled the park’s fountain with no particular sense of hurry. His bare, bloodstained feet took slow, steady strides, imparting a sense of purpose in his apparent aimlessness. He looked like a man with nowhere to be and nowhere to go … whose lack of destination carried its own agenda. Like Shavasana, the so-called yogic corpse pose in which doing nothing at all is the challenge, the man seemed to be testing discipline through lack of activity. 

As the man walked, his blue robe (a peculiar color for such as him, with his shaved head and Zen bearing) swayed above his feet, a saffron sash occasionally peeking at his waist. He looked mostly down, not around, as if praying, or perhaps concentrating. A small, serene smile was on his dark-skinned face, and his eyes sparkled. He didn’t seem precisely happy, but he definitely didn’t seem unhappy. If anything, his bearing was one of acceptance. Of rightness. Of a deep knowledge that things in the world and the universe were as they should be, and that he knew how to work within that system, how to move, how to be, how to foster a sense of fulfillment. As people passed and nodded to him, the man would press his hands together in front of his chest and make a small bow with a smile — the gesture of namaste, which was intended not just as a greeting, but as his soul’s acknowledgement, centered in his heart chakra, of the other person’s soul.

Inside his own mind, the man with the robes and shaved head considered the world as it was, and couldn’t be otherwise. He had, long ago, resolved to do what he could to help those who sought enlightenment, but otherwise not to struggle against the universe by fighting through moments. The current instant was as it was because that was the way of the universe. The collective weight of the past had borne down upon this moment like the forces of heat and pressure in a forge, creating it as its own unique, beautiful moment. To fight it was to fight the collective past of all beings, of all things. 

Yet, some fights were meant to be fought, and it was the job of any pilgrim in life to learn the difference. The past shaped the present, so there was little point in trying to fight it … but what if the present that the past had created was one of conflict, of fighting? When that happened, paths converged and truth blurred. It made little sense to struggle against how things were meant to be. But were there not times when “how things were meant to be” was in conflict? It was a spiritually difficult problem. Were conflicts and wars profane anomalies violating the universe’s will? Or were they simply culminations of their respective pasts, destined to be struggled through and fought for — not because of a failing of acceptance, but because of the total and complete willingness to accept? 

The bald-headed pilgrim, his bare feet swishing from fountain to soft, green grass, pulled a bracelet of wooden beads from within the folds of his robe and began rubbing them with his fingers and thumbs, focusing his attention on the sensations, on the beads, on the world around him, on the space inside himself, on nothingness. That was the very conflict they had discussed so much back at the monastery. His order was already divergent in their thinking and in their ways, but even within the order he was an outlier. In his mind, the others were afraid. He could not fault them. All conscious souls experienced fear (until nirvana), and each of his compatriots had been on their individual journey, each carrying invisible baggage that none other than they could see. And while the others had seemed serene in their own light-blue robes with their own shaved heads, they were — because they were human — as afraid as any other, as afraid as he himself had been from time to time. They didn’t fear death because death offered renewal and rebirth in the upward cycle, but they feared threats to their systems of thought. His constant questions had been such threats, and he could not blame them for questioning him back. 

Fighting and war are bad, said the elders.

Or were they? He couldn’t help but wonder. If all things served the will of the universe, why were humans born with so fervent a desire to indulge their darker sides? The order tried to explain that away — to speak of evolution and rising above, to a person’s purer nature — but it had felt unsatisfying. He couldn’t shake the feeling of predestiny. All things occurred as they should. So, why should conflict be any different? But the others hadn’t liked that at all. They had simply repeated that it was a man’s task to rise above, to surmount those impulses as the Christians talked about rising above Satan. But like the Christians’ implications of the devil within a person’s soul, the idea of inevitable moments to grapple made no sense. To ignore the question and simply repeat “rise above, rise above” was to ignore the truth, to throw a blanket over a dark pit that had been born into the home’s structure and pretend it had never been there in the first place. 

He rubbed the beads between his thumbs and forefingers, smiling.

Somewhere in the distance — perhaps in a car — he could hear a snippet of song permeating the sweet, warm spring air. A song he’d heard before, plucked from his conflicted mind. A soft voice sang that to everything, there is a season.

A time to be born. A time to die.

A time to plant. A time to reap.

A time to kill. A time to heal. 

A time to laugh. A time to weep. 

Because each coin shared a pair of sides. You could not die unless you were first born. You could not reap without planting. Sometimes to heal, death must be death.

The others had not agreed. They said mortal existence carried the sludge of earthbound living, and that it was every devotee’s job to know each cycle of life, death, and rebirth. He had protested: Then why do we train? Why do we spend our days learning to use our bodies in such intricate ways, training even our smallest muscles? 

They answered, sounding less certain than he himself felt, For the practice of discipline. To control ourselves physically, so we can learn the habits that will allow us to control ourselves spiritually. 

He had never understood that. Restraint was to sharpen a sword against a grinding stone every day for the mere act of sharpening it … and then to stand back to admire that useless sword’s sheen while you were subdued by bandits who held sticks as weapons. 

He sat on the grass, folding his blue robes under him. The dirt beneath the grass was cool on his bare legs. There was a light twittering in the air, an amalgam of the far-off sounds of people and nature. The lightest of breezes carried the sweetest of scents, like shorn grass and new blossoms. Right now, all around him, things were trying to grow while other things died. What he saw wasn’t abundance and expansion. It was the world in balance, life and death in measure. 

Placing the beads back in his pocket, he sat with his hands open and palms up on his knees, closing his eyes. A vision — a memory he can hardly believe was real — filled his mind:

Rich draperies — the kind no one buys unless they literally have nothing else to spend money on. 

Fluted columns on the porch, nymph statues in fountains on the lawn. 

A marble foyer, painted in blood. 

He breathed deeply, falling into the vision.







Outside the house, in the circular driveway and in front of a wide set of polished, stone steps, there is an ambulance. The ambulance seems not just out of place but garish, offensive to the home’s impeccable decor. Its appearance isn’t just incongruous; it’s downright offensive. Cheap, chrome trim, painted metal and plastic parts — the ambulance sits in the driveway like a blemish. People coming and going from the ambulance twist this particularly offensive knife, running up and down the steps in their cheap, working people’s shoes, pants low in threads and off the rack, their uncouth and indelicate hands leaving inferior prints on the polished brass door knobs. Dozens of feet from paramedics and policemen tromp the marble floor, unaware (or perhaps uncaring) of its pedigree, of the long journey it took from Italy to be here. No thought given to the mosaic in gold leaf; no attention paid to the antique glass windows. So much base, sordid activity to disrespect the house, to sully it by their Philistine presence. 

A throng of reporters waits outside, feet plowing the delicate lawn and scuffing the fountain bases. A grim procession of bodies exits on stretchers. Flashes go off as reporters take their photographs in the dark night, save for scant light from the house. It feels like a fashion show, with all participants bloody and twisted, necks snapped, inhuman damage done to each.

Flashes go off, greeting the show’s models as they come out on stretchers. 

Turn to the left. Pose. 

At the top of the steps, only now noticed standing off to the side with two policemen, is a man who could be the macabre fashion show’s architect. He is dressed immaculately, in a custom-tailored suit made of imported fabrics, hand-stitched by the best domestic artisans. His cuffs, peering out from his suit coat sleeves, are as white in the house lights as ivory teeth. Except only one cuff is visible, because on further inspection this important man’s right wrist is being gripped by his left hand. The right hand itself, above the wrist, appears at first to not be a hand. The thumb is bent the wrong way. The fingers are staggered, twisted away from one another. The hand’s center appears almost chewed, yet little blood has spilled. The wrist must be beyond broken, because whenever the man’s grip with his left hand falters, the hand flops like a rag, and the man in the suit screams. 

There is a paramedic attempting to attend to his destroyed hand, but no one is treating the man with the respect he seems to deserve — his opulent home shattered by a gang of murderers, his hand smashed by a thousand elephants. The police don’t seem to care about the man’s hand, and nobody has suggested he sit. The paramedic does his best as the man mutters incoherently, his eyes large and lost. The police continue asking questions, eager to learn of the group who did this. 

Was it a gang? A group of home invaders?

The man in the suit mumbles. 

Were they business rivals? The policeman says “business,” as if implying crime in which the broken-handed man is, himself, culpable. 

The man only mumbles. 

How many were there, at least? the police ask, their manners growing frustrated.

One, the man in the suit finally manages to say. There was only one man. 







Sitting cross-legged on the grass in the park, Amit shuffled his light-blue robes and opened his eyes. A thought entered his mind unbidden — a thought that had, when he raised sound and logical reasons for its validity, frightened (maybe threatened) his order:

The time for peace will come later. The time for vengeance is now. 

He placed his palms together over his heart chakra and bowed his head forward, honoring his soul’s promise in a greeting to itself.














Chapter 2




8:33 P.M. ON SATURDAY




There were two men at the front door, but the front door itself was open. This was fortunate, because only a master locksmith or a tank could open the heavy doors, once closed. The guards should have been protection enough, plus the inner doors between the foyer and the home’s interior, a high fence topped with razor wire surrounding the property, guards at the front gates, and a surveillance room that monitored the grounds. There was no reason to keep the big doors shut. 

Amit had already handled the guards at the gate. They hadn’t opened the fence before dying, but he had easily scaled it. Amit could have scaled it while being shot at, which of course he hadn’t been because the men with the guns were all lying on the ground. Once you’d shimmied your way up bamboo trees all day for weeks, a fence posed little challenge. The grounds hadn’t been difficult to cross. All men thought the same, more or less. It seemed like a very Zen thought, but really it was just common sense; the cameras were laid out in logical ways — logical to those who designed the system, and those who monitored it. It was impossible to watch every section of the grounds at every moment, so instead the system was installed to watch the largest areas, those most likely for an intruder to cross. 

Accordingly, as with so many things in life, the difficult path turned out to be the right one. After breaking the front gate’s camera from its mount, killing the guards, and climbing the fence, Amit simply crossed the lawn in a serene state of determination, asking himself in each moment which was the more difficult path to take. Each time that was the one he had taken.

It would be logical and quick to run up the yard’s slope between the topiaries. So he had leapt from tree to tree and hedge to hedge along the sides. 

It would be simple to cross around the pond, sticking to shadows, and approach the house from the rear. But it would be nearly impossible to crab-crawl beneath the horizontal trellis then swim beneath the pond’s huge surface without surfacing for air, so he’d done that next. 

The guards were surprised to see Amit at the front door. They took in his wet, light-blue robes spattered with blood, and his shaved head, then traded glances. What could this crazy vagabond possibly want? The fact that the crazy vagabond had gotten past all of their security didn’t matter. They saw nuisance rather than threat. One raised his palm and said there was no soliciting, but when he did, Amit crossed to the guard and broke the warding hand at the wrist. 

“What the hell?” the other guard yelled, fumbling at his belt. He had a gun; Amit saw it on approach. He knew every detail of their weapons, and had been tracking them since allowing himself to be seen. With the guard’s eyes on Amit, he wasn’t able to get the gun by feel. It was strapped in like an officer’s. Without looking down, his brain hadn’t remembered. 

Amit stepped forward and, in one deft movement, used the heel of his palm to smash the guard’s nose up into his brain. The guard went limp and crashed to the steps. Amit looked over, eyes calm — opposite of the guard’s. Amit held the guard’s dominant hand, he flailed and reached for something — anything — on his belt with the other. But his second hand was clumsy; most people didn’t train as the shadow monks did and could only use some of their muscles. 

Amit pulled the guard’s hand around his own neck, then used momentum and positioning from his opposite hand (neither was dominant and never had been) to snap the man’s neck. 

He looked up, knowing he’d see a security camera. This part was unavoidable. In fact, desired. The Right Hand would never barricade himself inside. He’d fight, because he had something to prove. But like all cowards, he’d fight with the hands of others. 

Amit gave the camera a sarcastic smile and nodded at the men behind it. 

Then he sat on the stone steps and waited. While waiting, he pulled a set of prayer beads from his robes and started to rub them. 

He looked at the dead guards. No, the others would never have understood. They’d have said that violence begat violence and that an evolved soul transcended the need to inflict harm on another. They’d tell him a man should never kill — that to do so polluted his soul. But as Amit looked on the guards, he felt no guilt, no sense of wrong. These men had chosen their station. They knew who they worked for. And if he was wrong, they’d be reborn with an advantage and ratchet down his next time through. When the big wheel kept spinning, there were no dead ends. Only detours and diversions. The best a man could do was what he felt was right. 

Amit didn’t think he was wrong. Events had unfolded before him, and certain things had become inevitable. It wasn’t resistance to do what he was doing now. What would have been resistant — what would have been fighting the very will of all that existed — would have been turning his cheek after what had happened. 

Peace could come later, after what had gone wrong was righted.

The door opened behind him. He heard minute clicking — the hammers of handguns. He kept his eyes down, feeling the beads between his fingers. He looked at the bodies, wished for their release to a better existence, then stood. 

A voice screamed, “Drop it!” 

“They are only prayer beads.”

“I don’t give a motherfucking fuck what they are, cue ball! Drop that shit like it’s hot or we’ll put you down!” 

He turned slowly, robes already starting to dry and swish at his legs as he was accustomed. His hands were still together at his stomach, beads still between his thumbs and fingers. He looked at the two men who’d emerged from the inner door. Of course they had left it open behind them. They were well trained, but scared. Amit watched as their eyes darted from his face to his hands, then to the two dead guards. He could read them as if they were holding signs. Few men had been tried in fire. Rules and procedures meant little once nerves took over. Non-holistic training didn’t understand the power of rituals — of habituating your body to respond without need for conscious thought. 

“I was given these beads by my first teacher and do not wish to scratch them. I am going to place them in my pocket.” 

“The fuck you are!” yelled the same guard. The second man hadn’t spoken. Both had their guns clasped in their hands, arms stiff and elbows locked. Even if their hands weren’t in a death grip (which they were; Amit could see the white from their fingertips) the locked elbows would betray them once they pulled triggers. He was five feet away. In the men’s current states, they would miss him for sure. 

Keeping his hands plainly visible, Amit dropped the beads into his pocket. 

“Okay, fucker, you’ve got your beads. Now get down and kiss the concrete!”

“I do not wish to dirty my robes beyond their current and unfortunate state of soil.” Amit looked down at the blood crusted fabric. “Standing should suffice.” 

The second guard took one hand from his gun and drew a police nightstick. 

“Get down or I knock you down,” said the second guard, who wore a long scar on one cheek. 

Amit looked at the man and made a few calculations. He shrugged, lifted his robes, and knelt. 

“I said, lie down.” The second guard advanced. 

“Tell me,” said Amit. “Will I find the Right Hand inside?” 

The guard stopped. The man with the gun looked over. His eyes again flicked to the dead guards on the steps. 

“What do you want with the Right Hand?” 

“What does one always want with a hand? To follow it up the arm, to eventually find and remove the head.” 

The second guard hauled back in a very predictable arc, then swung his nightstick at Amit’s face. Amit allowed the guard to strike him, shifting his shoulder into the blow and ruffling his robes behind the strike. He moved with the blow behind the robe’s flutter, dimming its impact. Then he flinched away as the guard followed through, yelling in feigned pain. The guard would think he’d struck Amit hard across the face, but he’d actually only given him a light glancing blow on the shoulder. Of course, in time, the fact that Amit’s face didn’t redden would give him away, but by then the guards would be dead. 

“Shut your fucking riddling mouth,” said the second guard. 

The first guard said, “I don’t like this.” 

“Of course you don’t ‘like this.’ He just killed Tom and Barry. Call the cops. We’ll hold him until they show.” 

“Don’t forget to mention the dead men at the gate,” said Amit. 

The second guard hit him again. Amit once more rolled with the blow, this time deflecting off his back. He screamed. 

“You sick fuck. You just murdered four men.” 

“Four bad men,” said Amit. 

“And you would have murdered us, too?” 

“I will, yes. I am sorry.” 

The guard raised his nightstick again, but this time Amit ducked the blow entirely. The guard’s momentum carried him around. Amit stood, hardening his fist so the first two knuckles were protruding, then drove those two knuckles with years of focus-trained force into the back of the guard’s neck. He was dead before his follow-through finished. 

The other guard fired his weapon, but Amit was watching the gun’s muzzle while killing the first man. As he’d known it would, the shot went high. Amit took two steps before the man could react, folded his gun hand back on itself, and squeezed the guard’s hand so he shot himself in the head with his own weapon. A blossom of spatter bloomed on the fluted column behind the guard. Amit dropped the dead hand, stepped over the body, and entered the lobby. 

He wanted to yell for the Right Hand, but there was little point. The Right Hand would not respond to his summons. If anyone responded, it would be more guards. Would there be more? There were already six. The Right Hand had a lot of money and a risky position, but was, in the end, only a right hand. He wouldn’t have an army protecting him like the boss. Maybe killing was done for the day. Amit hoped so. He looked down and smoothed his robe, annoyed at the blood spatters salted across it. He’d tried to be so careful.  

Amit stopped and listened. 

For a while, the house seemed silent, but true stillness held no breath. While Amit couldn’t hear a heartbeat through walls (well, more than one, anyway), a heartbeat was but one electrical stimulus. Amit had spent hours in the monastery opposite another monk, listening to the minute sounds the other man made by simply existing. Feeling his energy. Sensing him: the opposite of the suspicious feeling a person gets when he or she is being watched — an itch that speaks of eyes on their body. Sensing another was like that, and in time, a monk in practice could learn to feel and hear and sense the difference between an occupied room and an empty one. 

He walked into the study off the foyer. Empty.

He walked into the formal dining room. Empty. 

Kitchen, second study, living room, library. Empty. 

Amit approached the grand central staircase, which wound from curled ends to a second story balcony leading into the home’s deeper rooms. The newel posts looked pearlescent, marble or ivory. The wide staircase seemed almost made of stone, though it couldn’t be; it wasn’t supported, and a solid stone staircase would crumple without supports. It must have a metal infrastructure, faced in stone. 

He decided it would probably not creak. 

Still, Amit treaded lightly up the stairs, minding each motion, along with his breath, sinking into each muscular contraction in his legs, slowly spreading his weight like batter poured into a pan. Step by step he reached the top, then tested the landing, found it silent, and made his way into each of the upstairs rooms. Finally he found a room that felt different. 

Master bedroom: occupied. 

Amit couldn’t see anyone, but now that he was in the room, he could hear him. The nervous twitter of a heartbeat, the short, shallow breaths. This wasn’t a guard. The Right Hand had no family. It had to be the man himself. 

Amit sat on the bed facing a bank of curtained windows, allowing the springs to sigh beneath him. 

“Nisha once showed me a movie,” he said, looking down and running his hands idly across the expensive bedspread. “It was called Moonraker. The villain’s name was Jaws. The man had amazing, metal teeth that could bite through anything. So his name was appropriate, given such powerful jaws.” He looked up, addressing the curtains. “But you are not like that, are you? They call you the Right Hand, yet I have not heard that you have anything special about your right hand. I thought you might have a fake one. Or perhaps one made of bone-crushing metal. But as I have heard of you, I have heard nothing like that, and one would think it’s the sort of thing people would mention. Still, I don’t know. Maybe you are in some way enhanced, like the villain Jaws.” 

Amit looked at the curtains. There was no sound or movement. The night outside had gone dark, without any moon. There were security floods mounted outside — he’d seen them on approach — but he had never raised the alarm, so they were off. Like in the bedroom. The only light was a wedge bleeding in from the brightly lit hallway. 

Amit stood and walked to the light switch. He turned on the lights, then knotted his hands behind his back and started to pace.

“I do not understand why you did what you did. I do not understand what drives you. I am not even sure of the forces that drive me, or whether my karma will be improved or denigrated when I am reborn in my next life. I cannot know those things, and do not care, right now, to explore them.” 

He approached one of the black-out drapes and raked it aside, revealing a large and apparently very frightened man with a short, brown crew cut and a solid build, perhaps 40 years old. 

“But what I can discover — and which I am quite curious about — is how you got your nickname, without an interesting fake hand to go with it.” Amit looked down at the man’s right hand, which was just an ordinary hand, bedecked with several large rings. He met the man’s gaze and waited for him to speak. 

“I was only following orders.” 

“That’s not what I asked.” 

“I just want you to understand, I was only doing like I was told. Doing my job.” 

Amit considered, then nodded. “Like your guards.”

The Right Hand swallowed. 

“I will make you a deal,” said Amit. “I will spare your life if you tell me two things. I say this as a practitioner of Sri, which means I cannot break a promise.”

The Right Hand, still backed into the corner, nodded. 

“The first is why you are called the Right Hand.”

“Because I am the boss’s right-hand man.”

“But you have nothing exciting about you that pertains to your right hand. No metal grip. No robot glove.” 

“No.” 

“Have you ever considered it?” 

“No.” 

Amit nodded. “It is a shame. The name has such potential.” He turned, so his back was facing the Right Hand, and slowly strolled forward, clasping his hands at the waist. Looking wistfully toward the door, he said, “Then the second thing I would like to know is where I can find the boss.” 

He heard the Right Hand’s clothes rustle before he heard his muscles pop and spring to life. The air was disturbed to his right, so he ducked and caught the arm that tried to encircle his neck. He pivoted, then rolled his shoulder and back, tossing the man to the floor. He struck the wood hard, losing all of his breath. Amit stood, unperturbed, and listened as the man’s heartbeat tripped a crazy tattoo in time with his breath. He resumed looking toward the floor, now with the Right Hand at his feet. 

He knelt on the man’s chest, pinning him down. 

“It isn’t a difficult question.”

“Fuck you,” said the man on the floor. 

“I see. So, you would rather die?” 

“He will kill me worse than you.” Amit twisted his face, wondering how one person could kill “worse” than another. Killing was either accomplished or not. A “worse” killing should, in theory, result in no killing at all. 

“You mean that you would be just as dead.” 

The man said nothing, scowling up at Amit. 

“If that is the case, you might as well help me. You may perhaps improve your karma in so doing. When you die, perhaps you will not have to live again as a slug.” 

The Right Hand spat at him. Amit tried to dodge, but caught most of the spittle on his cheek. 

Amit reached down, took hold of the man’s right hand, and held it up in front of his face. The Right Hand tried to pull it away, but Amit held firm. Then he dug his fingers into the sides of the man’s wrists.

“The wrist joint is composed of bones like marbles, connected by ligaments,” he said, his strong fingers pinning the hand in place. “But because of this, it is hard to get them back exactly right when one is popped out of place … say, by an overly aggressive massage.” 

Amit rubbed with both his finger and thumb, massaging the man’s wrist from both sides. He pushed very hard, summoning strength that could only be honed from exercising the smallest of muscles daily, and the Right Hand’s wrist gave a terrific pop as his tendons snapped. The wrist felt like a bag of loose rocks. The big man made a blood-curdling scream, as if the world was ending around him.

“I am so sorry,” said Amit. “I am new to this.” 

“I can’t tell you where he is!” screeched the Right Hand. “He’ll kill everyone I know!” 

“But you only know criminals and murderers” Amit pushed again. Another tendon popped. A large, boulder-like bone began to bulge from the top of his hand. A bruise blossomed under the surface. Again, the Right Hand cried out, rolling and thrashing. 

“Jesus fucking Christ!” 

“I hear that Jesus is a good man,” said Amit, nodding pleasantly.

“They’ll kill you! They’ll kill everyone you know! They’ll kill everyone you love! You don’t know who you’re fucking with!” 

Amit moved his hand from the man’s wrist, then bent his middle finger far enough that it touched the veins on the back of his hand. Something else popped inside, very, very loud. A bone ripped the man’s skin on his palm, causing a rivulet of blood to run down his wrist. 

“I know exactly who I am fucking with,” Amit said, examining the mangled hand as if it were an interesting bug on a slide. “But unfortunately, I have nobody left that I love.” 

The Right Hand was screaming and thrashing, fighting for breath among his screams. Finally he managed to yell, “Oh my God, it hurts!”

“Shh. Focus on the pain in your shoulder to distract you.” 

He looked up. “What?” 

With a very hard, very powerful short stroke of his other hand, Amit shattered the Right Hand’s collarbone. 

“Jeeeeesussssss!” 

“Tell me where the boss is and I will stop. Despite appearances, I am not enjoying this.” 

“You broke my neck!” 

“Your clavicle,” Amit corrected. Then he gave a small, good-natured chuckle. “Oh, listen to me. You’re making me sound like a doctor.” He pressed his thumb into the area where the Right Hand’s clavicle (not neck) had been broken. After 30 seconds of screaming, he stopped. 

“I figure this is like hangman.” Amit returned his attention to the man’s hand. “After enough tries, the man is hanged.” He shrugged. “And after enough fingers, you are no longer any good as a ‘right hand.’ I can break two more. But then I will simply kill you.” 

“I! CAN’T! TELL! YOU! What don’t you understand?” 

Amit bent the man’s pinky back until it snapped. Another wound opened on his palm. Blood was getting everywhere, and Amit noticed with irritation that another few drops had landed on his robe. Nothing got blood out, and his feet were already so stained. 

“HOLY FUCK, OKAY, OKAY, JUST STOP, HOLY SHIT JUST STOP!” 

Amit stood, then backed up. He sat on the bed again with his hands clasped in his lap, looking down as the Right Hand tried to roll up to a seated position. His hand was useless, so he couldn’t manage it. He writhed while Amit patiently waited.

“Fine …” the Right Hand panted, forcing his words between breaths. “I’ll tell you.” 

Amit put his palms together in front of his chest, smiled, and gave a small bow of thanks.














Chapter 3




12:26 P.M. ON SATURDAY




Amit had never tortured a man, but it couldn’t be hard. 

In the end, none of this really mattered. A man who was pure of spirit and had nothing to hide would be able to endure the pain and escape into bliss. Only the truly vile would suffer. Existence was suffering; the Buddha had given that thought to the world. Amit would be putting a finer point to the Buddha’s meaning. 

“If you would just tell me what I want to know,” he said to the thin, wiry Asian man hanging upside down in front of him, “none of this would be necessary. You saw what I did to the others. You know what I will do to you. I would like to politely request that you consider this logically.” 

“Fuck you!” said the hanging man. 

“I would like to offer you a second chance, despite your response,” said Amit. “Think about what is likely to happen next. You will be in great pain, and in the end, you will tell me who gave the order as I have requested. It is not weak to tell me now. You have this impression that suffering somehow lessens the impact of what you will be giving me. It does not. It is simply wasted pain. So far, you are the only one of your fellows who would be able to walk away. The others will not be walking again. Why would you throw that away in the pursuit of some vain sense of … ” 

“FUCK! YOU!” 

Amit shrugged, then stabbed the razor-sharp X-Acto blade through the man’s cheek. The hanging man screamed. Amit dragged the blade further down, widening the slice. When Amit pulled the tiny knife away, blood was dripping into pools on the floor. The man’s teeth were visible through his closed mouth.

“I would not chew on that side for a while.” 

“Fuck you, beaner!” the bleeding man spat. 

Amit turned his head sideways and looked at the man with a scrunched-expression. “Do you think I am Hispanic? That is incorrect. And your slur is surprising to me, seeing as you are a minority yourself. I had figured we would share kinship.” He stabbed the blade into the man’s arm, then ripped it upward, opening his sleeve and flesh at once. The man bellowed appeals and profanities to many deities at once.

“I need to know who gave the order,” Amit said to the man once he calmed down. 

“Your mother gave the order.” 

“She did not. And again, I must express my confusion at your obtuseness. What do you think I will do if you don’t answer? You know I will continue to injure you, so why do you persist? Does some part of you think that after enough time, I will simply stop? Because I can assure you I will not. This is a matter of some importance to me.” 

Amit looked at the hanging man, dangling from the barn loft, hair seeming to stand on end, face red from too much rushing blood. Although now, a good amount of the blood was spilling onto the dirt at both of their feet, and Amit, who was barefoot, had to keep sidestepping it. Nothing stained the bottom of feet more than blood (other than mulberries) — a lesson learned back at the monastery, with all of his spilled — through accident and on purpose — to find limits during his training. 

The Asian man was still staring with an obstinate glare. The puddle was getting quite large from the gash on his arm, and his ragged second mouth was copiously bleeding. Amit had had to step back quite far. When he moved to cut the man next, he might have to wet his feet. He wondered if there were any work boots in the abandoned barn. He knew there were several pieces of farm equipment that might make for good torture devices, should further persuasion be required. 

He sat down cross-legged on the packed-clay floor well away from the puddle and thought of the monastery and his training. 

He could pierce the Asian man’s skin in several places, near several vital nerve clusters, and cause him pain that would telegraph up his limbs into the base of his skull, where it would feel like his head were being squeezed, popped like a pimple from his shoulders. Amit had learned that in pressure point training. 

He could use his fingers to dig into the man’s eyes without piercing his brain. He hadn’t learned that through experience, but it had been discussed. 

Everything in his training had been focused on honing the body, on combat, defense, and the many systems and ways to exploit them. The shadow monks were a fringe order, taught to never, ever end a life unless strictly necessary. Anything done to one sentient being was done to them all, so it was said, and every wrong committed on another harmed the perpetrator’s karma. But if that were the case, why had they spent most hours of every day training themselves to be deadly? Finger exercises, intended to turn them into lightning-fast deadly weapons. Stretching, always aimed at practical uses in evasion and defense. Tuning of their autonomic, involuntary systems in order to feign death, to do things a body shouldn’t be able to do. The monks had learned to re-route blood away from a wound, effectively eliminating the need for a tourniquet in all but the worst cases. They’d learned to strike a dime-sized spot on an opponent’s neck using their toes. And speaking of toes? Amit could conduct a knife fight from either foot, and defeat an average man using his hands. Thanks to intuitive conditioning and practice reading the most minute of gestures, shadow monks could appear to dodge bullets by making sure they were never truly in the line of fire when the trigger was pulled. They had practiced disarming with their hands tied, fighting multiple men with guns firing live ammunition. 

But why, if they were never supposed to use those skills? 

To teach bodily discipline and control, the elders insisted. 

Nonsense. Exercises built control, not sparring with bullets. It was like arguing that assault weapons were required for hunting rabbit. 

Amit looked up at the man hanging from the rafters and reminded himself that the universe had orchestrated this. He wasn’t deviating from his order. He wasn’t deviating from morality. He wasn’t deviating from Sri. He was not violating the will of the cosmos, or his soul, his karma, or his dharma. He was embracing all of those things. He had not entered this with horrors on his mind. He was pushed. Causality had led him inexorably here, and he, in a very real sense, was doing what he’d been born to do. 

Amit stood back up. The upside-down man rolled his eyes toward him. The look was barely malevolent. It seemed dizzy. 

“I do not wish to cut you again,” Amit said. “But if I must, I will, and if I do, my feet will be dyed red for weeks afterward. This will encourage me to be thorough, to end things quickly, if only to make my stained feet worth it. So please, spare us both and tell me: Who gave you the order?” 

“Fuck. You.” Big breath between the words. 

Amit sighed, then walked forward. “I will need to remove all of the skin from this arm,” he said, feet wetting with blood. “Please hold still.” He extended his arm, positioning the X-Acto blade near the existing wound — and why not; his starting place was there already. He touched the tip to the bleeding incision, poking around, preparing to start the peeling. 

He made one small poke, just under the skin. 

“OKAY! OKAY!” The man blurted. Amit looked up. It was as if he’d just realized that Amit was going to hurt him. Stupid man. That was how they had begun the discussion. Why had the idiot not realized he meant business earlier? He’d still have two functional arms and would still be able to put tobacco in his cheek without it dribbling onto his shirt collar. 

“Yes?” 

“The Right Hand. Okay? That’s what they call him. He’s the boss’s man. His number two. He sent us. Okay?” 

Amit lowered the knife, listening to the man’s words, assessing the timbre of his voice to determine if he was telling the truth, or simply giving Amit something to stop his ministrations. 

The man was telling the truth. The shape of his voice in Amit’s mind left him no doubt. 

“Thank you,” Amit said. “Now all I need is this Right Hand’s address.”














Chapter 4




11:47 A.M. ON SATURDAY




There was already one body on the floor; soon there would be more. Amit decided that he was okay with that. The order would disagree, but the universe was not always, on a small level that mortals could understand, beautiful and fair. In the end, if one pulled back enough in space and time and looked down at life on planet Earth, energy was benevolent and all the world beautiful. But on the level of a life, there were ups and downs, backs and forths. Sometimes bad things had to happen before good things could, and sometimes the path to enlightenment and understanding was littered with bodies. Sometimes killing was a pilgrim’s righteous path. One had to see that, accept it, read the signs, and swim downstream. 

In the middle of the circle of mostly-armed men, Amit closed his eyes, breathed through his nose, and felt an inner ball of explosive rage dissipate and leak into his every cell, allowing his exterior to remain calm. 

He tried to understand the five men, tried to see them as men sent to do a job — a job like any other, with no emotion behind it. He tried to summon compassion. What would be done would be done. But he would need to approach his task with calm, because there were things he needed to know from these men to set his world right.

“I do not wish to harm you,” he lied.

The five men all cracked smiles. Two chuckled — the pair with guns on their belts. The one with the bat, the one with the machete, and the one who was going in bare-handed just to round things out didn’t laugh. Amit did not smile. He was a jovial man and smiled often — even when in the grip of rage which he would not show — but right now, he wasn’t joking. They were hefting weapons and circling like movie bandits as Amit stood in the center, light-blue robes above his bare feet, but he wasn’t making a joke by implying the encounter’s likely outcome. It was five against one — hardly fair for the men holding weapons.

“That’s fortunate,” said a big man wearing a thick beard and a black-leather vest. His shoulders, visible at the vest’s edges, were massive and covered in hair. “Because, buddy, I’m afraid we do wish to harm you.” 

“Wish to is overstating it,” said the unarmed man. “You happened to show up at the wrong time; I’d say ‘willing to.’” He was tall with dark-black hair and appeared to be Asian. Two of the men were Caucasian. The remaining pair was black.

“I’ve changed my mind,” Amit said. “I do wish to harm you. But also believe that I am supposed to harm you. So, when I break your leg hard enough that the bone erupts through your skin … ” He pointed at one of the black men. “ … I have decided to allow myself to enjoy it. It does not matter which of you did what has been done here. I will enjoy your pain equally.”  

The man Amit had pointed to looked at the big, hairy man in the leather jacket, who seemed to be the group’s leader. They were five beasts to one strange, thin, motionless monk with no weapons, but none seemed able to bring themselves to do the obvious and grab him. Amit couldn’t blame them. He looked harmless enough, but this wasn’t how a man in his position was supposed to behave. He should be on the floor, curled up over the body at his feet, crying as he allowed emotion to rule him. Amit felt all of that emotion — along with the darker emotions that made him want to kill — but expressing them in a more “normal” way would be wasteful. Blubbering and being consumed with emotion right now would be like running an engine in one room and a heater in another. The wise man would find a way to channel the engine’s lost heat, to use it as the heater. 

Painful emotions, wielded correctly, could make for terribly effective weapons.  

The man with the vest looked back at the black man. He scratched his thick beard with one big hand, then twirled his machete with the other.

“You don’t have to die too, friend,” said the big man. “Our work here is done. But you keep talking crazy, and we won’t feel comfortable leaving you.”

“You should not feel comfortable,” said Amit. 

“So, you’d rather we kill you.” 

“If you try,” said Amit, “it will make me feel better about killing you.” 

The big man laughed. “That so?” 

Amit nodded. 

The smile tried staying beneath the man’s beard, but after a few long seconds it dissipated. Only Amit’s eyes moved as he stood in the center of the circle, flicking his gaze to each of the men. They were trying to look menacing, but none could quite manage. He saw the uncertainty in their eyes and read it as weakness. They should have come at him by now. Raised their bats. Or the machete. Maybe unholstered their guns. Yet the men were merely pacing, circling him and the other body (for now it was only a body; later Amit could address it as something else, when time allowed), waiting to see what he would do. 

“What you want to do with this guy, Mike?” said one of the white men. He was bald like Amit, larger through the shoulders, and carried a gun on his hip. “We going, we finishing him off, we teaching him a lesson … what?”

The big man looked to Amit. 

“Your call, fella. You want us to leave, or you want us to lay you dead?” 

“I want you to tell me what this is all about.” 

“Hey,” said the big man, apparently named Mike, “we’re just soldiers. What it’s all about is something for the bosses to decide. We’re given an order, we follow.” His expression was surprisingly even, as if regarding Amit as equal.

“Then who gave the order?” 

One of the black men laughed. “Let’s just kill this motherfucker.” He reached for the gun tucked into his pants. 

“Who gave the order?” Amit repeated, looking at Mike. 

“What are you going to do, bitch?” said the black man with the gun. It wasn’t yet drawn, but he seemed ready. The standoff was getting stupid, seeing how easy the five men all seemed to think it would be to end. 

“First,” said Amit, “I am going to kill each of you for what you have done, whether you were following orders or not. I will do it using your own weapons. I will kill all but one of you. I will take the remaining man and hang him from that pulley … ” He pointed across the barn to a dangling contraption, “ … and question him. The pleasantness of that questioning will depend on how forthcoming my subject is with information.” 

“This motherfucker is crazy,” said the black man, drawing and aiming his gun. He hadn’t yet cocked it. He was probably saving that for dramatic effect. Amit could read each of the men. He already knew what each was thinking, what each was feeling, and what each was most likely to do when the fighting begun. The man with the gun wouldn’t hesitate to kill him, and he could do it calmly and without remorse, but until he cocked the gun, he wouldn’t be able to fire straight under pressure. He’d have to squeeze too hard to be accurate, and if he rushed that first shot, it would be high enough to duck under. 

“Put your gun down, Justin,” said Mike. “Neighbors hear a shot, they’ll call the cops.” 

Justin didn’t lower his gun. They were well out in the country and the closest inhabited building to the barn was hundreds of yards off. Even if the people in that house heard and took the small distant popping for a gunshot and called the cops, chances that police would arrive in time to catch them were basically nil. 

“I’m not gonna sit here and listen to any more of this bullshit,” he said, leveling the gun between Amit’s appraising eyes. 

“Fine,” said Mike, seeming to make a decision. “Marcus, grab this asshole and shut him the fuck up.”

Marcus looked over, his gaze uncertain. 

“What?” 

“I don’t know, Mike. Maybe he’s one of those crazy guys, who sets themselves on fire or something.” 

“Maybe,” said Amit.

Mike looked at Marcus for a long moment, then rolled his eyes, raised his machete, said, “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” and marched into the circle. 

Mike wasn’t apparently interested in drawing things out, swinging the machete in his big, strong arm on approach. But because he was the group’s alpha, he swung for the prestige strike — high, at Amit’s head, rather than at the larger target of his torso. Amit channeled his training and ducked superhumanly fast, his head vanishing below the machete’s swipe in a billow of rustling robes. Mike was confident, as Amit had known he would be, and had put his entire weight behind his swing, so the machete went almost around in a circle as it met empty air. Mike’s arm and then whole body went with it, so Amit popped back up, grabbed the blade, and dragged it harder into the spin until Mike’s arm ended up wrapped around his upper body, machete cocked past his ear and resting against his neck. Mike, tied like a pretzel, rolled his eyes up. Amit simply pushed the big man’s head along the blade, opening his windpipe and carotid artery. Mike gasped for breath, stumbling backward as his hairy chest and leather vest were covered in a gusher of blood. He fell to the clay as a pool spread beneath him. 

“Next,” said Amit, standing erect. 

“Jesus,” said the other white man.

“Shoot him, Justin,” ordered the bat man.

“Yes,” said Amit. “Shoot me, Justin.” 

“JUST FUCKING SHOOT THAT FUCKER!” 

Justin’s head jittered toward Mike’s gurgling corpse, his brain still trying to process whatever it was that had just happened. It had all gone too fast. One moment Mike was charging the monk and swinging to pop his top, and the next he was twitching on the ground with his throat slit end to end. 

Now Justin was in the spotlight, all eyes on him to end things. He had a gun out and pointed, but the pressure seemed suddenly too much. He fired, barely seeming to see what he was aiming at. Amit easily ducked the shot as the gun, with its long trigger pull, went high just as he’d known it would. The gun — a silver semiautomatic — was now cocked and deadlier in Justin’s hands, but Amit twisted it from his grip before his arm recovered from the first shot’s recoil. The shot struck something in the barn’s loft, and there was the sound of wood splintering, but by the time anyone heard it Amit had turned the gun around and had it pointed between Justin’s eyes. Justin, who bore at least a fifth of the responsibility for the dead woman at Amit’s feet. 

“It works better like this,” said Amit, and squeezed the trigger. A red blossom of brain and blood exploded like a water balloon on a post behind what used to be Justin as his body was blasted onto its back by the shot’s blunt force. His face was charred hamburger. 

Amit threw the gun into the loft, because he’d promised to kill each man with his own weapon, and a monk did not break his promises. 

The second man with a gun would have to be next, because he was already drawing. It was a shame. Amit was fluent in martial graces, and here he’d already killed one man rather inelegantly, with a firearm. Guns were for thugs, not monks. The draw was so long and so clumsy, though, the Asian man reached him first, tackling him with an arm around his neck. Amit had heard him approaching from behind, had felt the wind of his passage. He twisted the man around and used him as a bludgeon to strike the last man as he was raising his bat. The bat hit the unarmed man in the leg, then the flail of limbs hit the man with the bat. Both flew to the dirt. Finally the man with the gun had his weapon out, so Amit ducked into a scissor-split and pulled his legs out from under him. The man struck the clay hard, concussively, and the gun rattled free. Amit climbed onto the man’s chest and reached for it, taking the cool metal in his hand. 

He swung the gun toward the men he’d felled a moment before, to keep them at bay. There was no need; they’d barely recovered. He turned his attention to the pinned man, who Amit had noticed earlier had blood on his hands. Nisha’s blood. 

“We were just following orders!” he yelled as Amit, still on his chest, pointed the gun down at him. 

Amit looked at the man’s hands, crimson with innocence. He looked up at the inelegant firearm, then spun it on its trigger guard so the muzzle was below his fist and smashed it hard into the man’s eye. Years of training made Amit deceptively strong, and he felt the man’s skull give at the eye socket as he smashed the barrel deep, fracturing it and allowing the metal to pulverize the right side of his frontal lobe. 

The bat man scrambled to his feet and started to run. Amit eyed the Asian man, who was still dazed and unmoving, and followed. He made it as far as the barn’s front door. Amit easily caught up with him, and when the man tried to hook around the door’s support post and outside, Amit grabbed him by the back of the neck and rammed his face hard into it. The man slumped, scalp bleeding and nose broken. Amit looked back into the barn to keep an eye on the last man — the man he’d have to interrogate — and saw the four surrounding bodies. 

His training slipped. Rage welled inside him, taking over his senses. He looked at the man on the floor and screamed in agony, then knelt by him and rammed his knuckles hard enough into the gurgling throat to shatter the man’s neck and pierce his spinal column. Then he wrenched the man’s head backward hard, touching the back of his head to the spot between his shoulder blades. There was a satisfying final crack, and the body went still. 

Amit closed his eyes and drew a breath, fighting emotions into their corners.

He approached the Asian man, who’d apparently broken a leg, and knelt by him.

“I have done a terrible thing,” Amit said. 

The man’s eyes widened, seeing reprieve through the mercy of a suddenly regretful killer. 

“I failed to kill that last man with his bat.” He pointed at one of the dead black men. “And him? I promised I would break his leg bone through skin, but I failed to do so. Can you forgive me, for them?” 

The Asian man stared at him, then nodded. 

“Good.” Amit grabbed the man by his broken leg and hauling him toward the pulley in the barn’s center. “Then you and I can get started.” 














Chapter 5




10:59 A.M. ON FRIDAY




Amit was uncharacteristically nervous. 

He was a monk; he was supposed to be able to master his emotions. He mostly had. He’d learned to suffuse disappointment and appreciate patience; he’d fought anger even in the face of infuriating things. In his youth, he’d had a temper, and his parents steered him into hobbies that they’d hoped would vent his aggression, like hitting the heavy bag that hung in their basement. But in his years at the monastery — since he was 5 or 6; Amit wasn’t sure — he’d learned to deal with his frustrations in other ways. When he wanted to blow up, he meditated. When the elders had refused to acknowledge his advancement in his teens, he’d almost hit them, before meditating his way through it. Amit was no longer an angry or violent man. And if he could overcome those emotions, learning peace and tranquility, he could overcome any emotions. 

Except for one. Two, if you counted his nervousness now. 

Nisha had said she’d explain everything. But was this a confession or a date? Amit didn’t know. That pesky emotion he’d felt since first meeting her had muddled his thinking. She was so back and forth. He knew she loved him (or thought it anyway; damn the persistent, chaotic nature of affection), but she was also troubled by that thing she kept from him. And that duality had muddled everything further. When Nisha was upset, was it because of Amit or because of the unknown menace? It would be so much easier, he kept telling her, if she’d simply confide in him. But she said that doing so would be dangerous. Nisha had to choose her islands of trust very carefully. 

Today, she promised to explain, but the location was as ambiguous as his feelings — or her apparent feelings for him. Usually, when they met at the abandoned barn, they did so to be alone, and sometimes to engage in behaviors the monastery forbade a monk. The elders suspected that the girl who had come to the monastery (to hide, she’d said) was causing a stir with some of the younger men, but so far Amit believed he’d kept their relationship secret, hiding their rendezvous in the barn that had become their special place. But if her purpose today was to tell him what she’d been hiding, why had she chosen a spot so amorous? Confession, for a change, might have actually made sense at the monastery. 

Unless purpose had two sides. Amit felt his not-quite-subdued monk’s heart swollen by the thought.

He stepped over the barn’s threshold, peering around as always before darting inside to make sure that nobody saw him. The barn seemed to be unused, but the cliché of the angry farmer with the pitchfork was one they both knew, and so they’d always been covert. And what of the monastery elders? Amit didn’t think the other monks would care enough about his deviations from protocol to spy on him, but you never knew, and everyone in the order could move like wind. If he was cast out, then what? His family was long gone. Amit had nobody, and no skills other than the hard-trained, nearly inhuman muscular and perceptual talents taught by the order. If he were tossed out, could he simply move into an apartment and get a job? That was a world he’d never known. He’d been a monk all his life, training for … 

For the next life, he supposed. For nirvana. For a connection with spirit. But given the intense conditioning they all received, they could almost be warriors. Yet violence was strictly anti-doctrine. Amit thought of his old, heavy punching bag, of the cathartic thrill of venting frustrations. He thought of his training, and how it was all for the sake of itself. Really, what was the point?

“Nisha?” he whispered into the silence. 

The barn wasn’t quiet at all. He could hear her heartbeat and breathing, there in the stillness. It was some sort of a lovers’ game of hide and seek. That sounded like Nisha. Except that …

 Something was wrong. Her heartbeat was too fast, but simultaneously too weak. She sounded almost as if she were hibernating — the heartbeat of a wintertime bear. Her breathing was raspy. Almost wet. It seemed as if he could sense others nearby. Yet, Nisha had specifically wanted to be alone.

He walked farther inside, increasingly nervous. He pushed it down, closing his eyes and drawing a slow breath, remembering his training. Love made him sloppy. He was letting things in that he shouldn’t.

When he felt more in control, he tried again: “Nisha?” 

This time she answered. “Amit!” 

Urgency. There was urgency in her voice. And her voice, frantic like her breathing, sounded wet. As if in shallow water. And that heartbeat … 

He scampered forward across the clay floor, pulling his orange sash tight around his waist so he wouldn’t make sound. 

Then he saw her. 

Nisha was near the middle of the barn’s open floor, lying in a pool of blood. She was on her back, mouth wet as if she’d coughed up some of the blood that ran down her cheeks and joined the torrent that spilled from her throat. There had been a terrible accident. Amit searched for its source, and then in a split second realized that whatever she’d fallen into or run across that had impaled her no longer mattered. Only fixing the damage mattered now. He looked around for something to staunch the bleeding, found a surprisingly clean rag within reach, and pushed it against her throat. Nisha hadn’t just gotten a nick. Whatever she’d managed to do to herself was worse than Amit had originally thought. Her throat was sliced open in a giant gash. Dark, arterial blood welled up and poured from the wound, spilling into a crimson river around her. There was no accident. This was murder on its way.

“Nisha! What happened?” 

She couldn’t speak with the rag pressed tightly to her throat. Nisha tried anyway, nudging his hand, but he held firm and shook his head, tears welling his eyes at their corners. Another betrayal of emotion, his body being more intelligent than his conscious mind; it knew she would die even as his hands tried to save her. 

“Who did this to you?” 

Amit swore inside as soon as he’d said it, his mind returning to his teen years when he’d still fought with anger, when he’d still picked up so-called bad words and enjoyed using them. She couldn’t answer, couldn’t tell him anything if he was to hold pressure on her throat. 

Blinking away his tears furiously, angry with himself, Amit refocused. He could only ask yes or no questions. And he had to ask, because he had to know what to do next. How to quell this strange, new — yet oddly ancient and familiar — emotion building within him through some sort of action.

“Is this because of the secret? The thing you were going to tell me?” 

Her eyes met his, big and brown and softer than usual. They seemed to want to slip into somewhere far-away, beyond Amit and the world. Below his pressure, without moving her severed neck, she gave a tiny nod. 

Already Amit was empty of questions. There was nothing he could ask that could be answered with a yes or a no. And there was so much else beyond the yeses and nos. Who had done it? Why? And how can I find them?

Instead, he looked down at his Nisha. Her eyes kept wanting to go, but he wasn’t ready to release them. He couldn’t take it. He wasn’t prepared. All his years of training in spirit and substance and right and wrong and good and evil and in striving to reach paradise in realms beyond this one, and none of it was helping him now, as he stared down at this visceral piece of real-life horror. 

“Nisha,” he whispered. “I love you.” 

She nodded, her lips pressed together in a tight line. Tears welled in her eyes, untouched and pure of the blood beneath her. 

Amit took her hand, finding the one on this side dry and soft, as it had always been. It was slightly cold, but otherwise it was Nisha’s, same as yesterday. He looked at the hand, then up the arm to her sleeve, to Nisha’s simple, floral-print dress — the dress she’d been wearing when they’d met, when she first came to the monastery for help, hair bundled down her back in a thick braid of black. It seemed unfair for her to die in the same dress — that such pleasant, sweet, innocent memories were soiled with such an ending. 

She squeezed his hand, weakly. He looked at her face, her big, brown eyes. He read the squeeze, and her expression, knowing what she was saying: I love you, too. And goodbye. 

Amit gave a small, silent nod. 

Then Nisha was gone. 

He laid his head on her chest, feeling tears wanting to return as he fought them all back. Sadness was impotent. Helpless. Right now, he needed someone to blame. Something to do. He needed a way to give himself the catharsis he felt sure was moments from tearing him open. 

The earlier sounds were back and sharper. With his head still on Nisha’s unmoving chest, her limp hand still clasped in his, Amit could make out the slow footsteps of five men, and five heartbeats. 

A voice said, “Well, lookie what we got here.” And then, from the other four, a light chorus of laughter. 

Amit closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 

He had to be still. Calm. Focused.

It seemed he would be getting his catharsis after all. 














Chapter 6




9:20 PM ON FRIDAY




The Right Hand sat on the floor with his back against the bed, two of his fingers broken far enough that they looked like they didn’t belong, his wrist so shattered he had to hold it with his left hand to keep it from flopping over like a rag. Even if the Right Hand still had any fight left in him (which he did not), or if he’d posed a threat even fully functional (which he definitely did not), Amit wouldn’t have had to worry. All the man had right now to fight with was his legs. And if he was going to use them for anything, it’d be for running away. 

“We are taught to be calm and pure of thought in my order,” said Amit, sitting on a seat at the bedroom’s bay window, looking out at the front lawn. He had one knee up and his hands knitted around it, reclining, looking casual and not at all monastic save his garb. “In a way, it was my fault. She came to us for protection. If I hadn’t broken from the discipline of my training and grown enamored, she might never have been in danger. We might have sheltered her as she wanted, hidden her as requested. She might not have ever felt compelled to leave the compound to escape the elders’ disapproving eyes to be with the monk she’d come to love. In a way, I and my imperfect hiding place led her straight from our protection into your hands. Do you agree?” 

Amit turned to look at the Right Hand. 

“I keep telling you, I don’t know anything about this woman … ” 

“Nisha. Her name was Nisha.” 

“I don’t know anything about … ” He looked at Amit, saw something in the monk’s eyes that bothered him, “ … about Nisha. An order was given to me. I passed it on. That’s all it was. Business. Nothing personal.” 

Amit stood. He crossed to the Right Hand, then glanced back through the window. He could see a long line of lights in the distance, approaching on the main road. Reds and blues, the oranges of ambulances. Thanks to the second call he’d had the Right Hand make, white headlights were probably the news.

“I assure you, it was personal to her. And to me.” 

The Right Hand flinched as if waiting to be struck, but during the past day, Amit had managed to regain the control he’d lost so early this morning. Ironically, he was more emotionally in control now than he had been in weeks, now that Nisha and her distracting, muddling love were out of the equation. He’d already gotten the information he needed from the Right Hand, and there was no real logical point in torturing him further. He deserved to die as had all of the others — the five men from the barn, the Right Hand’s guards — but his more important function was to convey a message, and an emotion. Uncertainty, and fear. 

Amit returned to the window seat, but this time he didn’t sit. He watched and waited as the line of lights approached the closed main gate. 

“If it makes you feel any better,” said the Right Hand, looking down at his destroyed paw, wincing in pain, “you couldn’t have protected her, even if she’d stayed at the monastery. Not from our people. Not from my bosses.” 

Amit laughed — a good-natured laugh, because he was a kind-hearted man who still saw beauty in the world. “Oh, but then you don’t realize who it was she came to. The five men you sent to kill her this morning did not.” 

Judging by the look on the Right Hand’s face, Amit realized that news must not have made it up the chain yet. He didn’t know the elite assassination squad, if that’s what the group was, had failed to return. Amit took a step closer, then flexed his bare foot with its blood-dyed skin for the man on the floor. 

“We are taught, through each hour of every day, to control the muscles in our bodies and to squeeze every drop of force, speed, and potential from them. Our order’s purpose is to seek the limits of humanity — to find out just how much can be done with these mortal vessels we occupy in each of our lives. I can pick a lock with my toes. I can generate enough force fast enough, even from this distance, to knock a vertebrae out of your neck before you could raise a hand to stop me, like yanking a tablecloth from under a place setting without overturning the glasses. I can climb walls with only my fingertips. I can jump from a three-story building and absorb the shock so completely that not only will I not injure myself, I will land with no sound. I was able to take on five of your men at once because I could watch their eyes and their breathing to predict their movements. Once you see how a game will unfold, it is simple to avoid being trapped within it. And we are all that way. Every monk at the monastery. You could have sent in an army, and we would have killed them all with our bare hands.” 

“But you’re monks. You’re not supposed to kill.” 

“We may if it is required.”

“But you came after me in cold blood. Killed my guards. Killed my men.” 

Amit turned slowly, hands again knitted behind his back. “It was required.” 

“So, what?” said the Right Hand. “You’re going to kill my boss?” 

“Is he the reason Nisha was killed?” 

“I don’t know. But it probably goes further up. The order came down hard. Whatever she was to someone, she was a significant threat.” 

“Then yes,” said Amit. “I will kill him. And I will kill those above him.” 

“You’ll never get to the top man. Nobody even knows who pulls the strings.” 

“Someone knows.” 

“You’ll never find him. You’ll be stopped and killed.” 

Amit chuckled as if hearing a clever limerick, his eyes squinting down in a genuine smile. “Oh, I do not think so.” 

The Right Hand’s ears perked up. “Cops. I hear them coming.” 

“Yes.” 

“You should go.” His tone was dismissive, not at all concerned. Amit had already told the Right Hand that he would live, that it was his job to tell those above him that a man with a shaved head and bare feet would soon find and kill them. Uncertainty and fear were cancers, eating through strength and exposing weaknesses. The Right Hand’s message would unsettle the organization he still knew nothing about, allowing Amit to peer into its cracks as it trembled. 

“We were going to be married,” said Amit, watching the police and ambulances arrive at the unmanned, locked front gate. 

“Good for you.” 

“She was going to tell me everything. I would have been able to protect her if I’d known what I was facing. But she never got a chance. This morning, it all ended, an hour too early. I would have renewed my proposal. I was going to leave the order. She would have told me all about you. There would have been no need for my quest. You would still have your hand, and I Nisha.” 

“A shame.”

Amit turned, but this time the Right Hand didn’t flinch. He was getting comfortable, content that the monk wouldn’t hurt him.

“I should go.”

“I’ll miss you,” sneered the Right Hand. 

“You will deliver my message to your boss, whom I will visit soon. And make suffer. Then I will kill him for what he did, for what he took from us.”  

“And you won’t be back? You promised I could live if I delivered your message.” 

“I promised. And a monk must keep his promises.” 

The Right Hand nodded. Then Amit opened the window and dropped like a whisper to the grass. 














Chapter 7




12:01 A.M. ON SUNDAY




The Right Hand, known to his friends by the rather non-underworld name of Telford Hayes, slipped into bed the night after his encounter with the killer monk, his new security men in place, all of the lawn lights on, fence guarded every 10 feet by a man in uniform. Security was costing a fortune, but he could afford it. No one would get through without him knowing. Even if an army of monks stormed his gates, Telford would see everything before it happened. He had a new bank of monitors in his bedroom, with several guards visible on every one. 

As content as he could be with the giant cast on his arm (and holy shit had that fuckery hurt when they’d set it), Telford slipped under his sheets. With the lawn still blazing outside his window, he turned off the room lights and closed his eyes. 

He was stirred when something sharp pressed against the underside of his chin. 

“Greetings.”

Telford opened his eyes. It was the monk, still clad in his ridiculous garb. The man’s bald head caught the lawn lights and shone. 

“How did you get in?” Telford asked. He couldn’t help asking. He’d put up an airtight perimeter, and looking at the computer monitors, he could see it was all still intact.

“I never left. I’ve been on the roof all night and day. I wanted to see the media circus. Sound carries well out there. You did admirably.” 

Telford shifted, the knife’s sharp tip still pressing against his neck. “Thanks.” 

“I saw your boss come today at your summons. I sneaked inside and heard what you said. You did well with him, too.” 

“Again, thanks.” 

The monk hadn’t moved, and was still smiling blandly down at Telford, his knife’s tip unwavering.

“So, I did what you said.”

“Yes.” 

He rolled his eyes around the room: Why-are-you-here?

“Well, did you forget something?”

“Yes,” said the monk. “I forgot to kill you.” 

A cold sweat popped out on Telford’s forehead. “But you promised,” he stammered. “And a monk never breaks his promises!” 

“This is true,” said the bald-headed man. “But I am no longer a monk.” 

It was the last thing the Right Hand ever heard. 
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Chapter 8




NINETEEN YEARS AGO




MOST SRI monks had shaved heads, but it was not a requirement. The order held many conventions, topmost among them in Woo’s mind was that there were no immutable truths or unbreakable maxims. True wisdom existed in knowing that he — and the others — knew nothing. Each rule or guiding principle could one day change, and no ritual was above that which the order was founded upon. 

Most monks shaved. Woo did not, nor did he believe it was incumbent on a devoted follower to be uniform. While the others fashioned an unremarkable, undistinguishable exterior — to banish ego and give themselves more fully to the order — Woo felt that shaving was, in itself, an ego-centric behavior. Why would one without ego spend time on appearances at all? It was a contradiction to Woo. He wore his silver-white hair — not colored due to old age, but rather of his own peculiar genetics, as a shaggy, shoulder-length bob that he occasionally cut himself, without a mirror, with fevered motions of scissors or knife. The time he saved — time that the other monks spent with razors and mirrors — Woo spent in contemplation. 

He was in this contemplation, eyes closed, when the racket arose.

His eyes opened slowly, as if the cacophony was expected. He rose from Lotus, without marring the grass with his hands, bowed to the garden for a long moment, quiet save for the tumult from somewhere behind him, then slowly turned with his hands clasped in front of his blue robe and its tied saffron sash and walked back toward the compound. 

Suni, the abbot, was at the door of the west barracks looking like a doorman, as if waiting for Woo to arrive. 

“Greetings, Suni.” Woo bowed. 

“Greetings yourself, Woo. You will not be surprised to know what is happening inside.”   

“Amit.” 

“Of course Amit,” Suni snapped.

“What has he done?” 

“Your ward has somehow opened one of the weapons caches. He has a pair of sai blades and is threatening the other children. He began with a sword, but could not swing it.” 

“Have you tried to subdue him?”  

“Of course not. The other children will do it.” 

Woo wanted to chuckle, but didn’t dare. The abbot was outraged not by the incident’s danger, but by young Amit’s impudence. Suni clearly wanted an opportunity to point out the boy’s failings to Woo. They were letting this go to make a point.

“Why have they not, then?” 

Woo’s cavalier attitude — like his hair — made him a pariah among the monks. Woo’s actions weren’t wrong, but they bucked tradition and the elders didn’t like that. There was no rule saying a monk should shave his head, or that a boy with a past like Amit’s should not be admitted, but both were things a good Sri should know. Woo, however, had never seen it that way. 

The abbot shuffled, clearly uncomfortable. 

“They cannot,” said Woo. “Even though a 6-year-old is unable to wield a weapon effectively.” 

Something in Suni’s composure snapped. The Sri were taught to control their emotions, but Woo had a disarming effect on many. “This is not a validation of your teaching methods, Woo! This is a situation that must be dealt with. You will not turn this around into some sort of a … ” 

“Tell me. Have the monks inside tried to subdue him?” 

Suni was silent, but even quiet told truth. It would be a simple matter for even the greenest shadow monk to defeat a child, but if the child were adept at matching offense to defense — or particularly reckless — he could make it difficult for others to achieve disarmament without death. The Sri hadn’t wanted to take Amit in and didn’t like the chaos the boy had brought to the order since. But they stopped short at wanting him dead.

“This is your fault, Woo. You have been too aggressive with the boy’s training. You have shown him too much too soon and fostered his anger. You must subdue and … ” 

“He has the aggression in him already, Abbot. I did not place it there, and it will not be dampened until it is given expression. Jung said, ‘What we resist persists.’ Though I am sure he is far too Western in his thought for you, and the others.” 

Suni fought for control — probably to prove that no matter what Carl Jung said, the abbot could resist his base impulses fine. Woo watched, forcing himself not to smile. Amit’s actions were unacceptable, but Suni’s squirming was worth it. 

“He is inside the dormitory?”  

Suni gestured with his arm. “Just follow the screams.” 

Woo bowed again to Suni — this bow satirical — and went with no hurry down the wide, open passage toward the dormitories. The walk was floored in terracotta tiles, bordered by large arches that opened into peripheral gardens on one side and a series of courtyards on the other. Woo pulled a string of prayer beads from his pocket and began to roll them between his fingers, meditating as he walked. He could hear the yells but shut them out, focusing instead on his sandals clicking against the tile. Auditory discipline was one of Woo’s favorite methods of controlling his mind. It felt like sorting spilled cards, setting sounds he wanted to hear in one pile while ignoring the rest. An insect hummed somewhere off to his right; the wind sighed; he heard the puff of his breath. 

The discipline was so complete that by the time Woo reached the dormitory doors, a small smile had crawled across his features. His heartbeat was slow; his breathing was deep and fulfilling; his head was light, buoyant, and in a delighted trance. Only when his long fingers had curved around the door’s wooden handle did Woo make a small slit in his awareness, peeking through it into the racket on the door’s other side — the same screaming, crashing, breaking noises that had roused him from his morning meditation. 

He opened the door. 

The dormitory was sparse, as was everything at the Sri compound. Monks lived with little: An attachment to objects robbed them of a truer glue with the universe. As such, the barracks were little more than a long row of double-decker bunks, each with a small wooden box for clothing and the few things a monk — young or old — would own. Most of what they needed was provided by the compound, and most of that (save food, of course) was shared. 

Because the room was relatively bare, there was plenty of room for the boy at its center to hold the others at bay like combatants in a fight. As Woo approached, his fingers still rolling across the beads, he saw several of those others around the edges — boys aged anywhere from 5 or 6 through 18, all with conventionally shaved heads and wearing their blue robes with saffron sashes. There was another dormitory across the courtyard filled with girls, and toward the back, Woo could see them starting to surround the boys at the edges. 

The boys, being boys rather than men, were not as controlled as the adults. Woo could see anger on their faces: anger at having been displaced by this small, 6-year-old boy who should never have been among the Sri, and anger at his having apparently bested them. Most were in ready stance, swaying lightly on their toes, craving conflict, hands up and staring into the circle’s center. 

In the middle: Amit, also with the preferred shaved head and prescribed robes. But he held a weapon in each of his small hands. This was not prescribed and barely allowed. The weapons looked like tridents with short handles, the center tine both straighter and longer than those on the other side. His eyes were furious. Around him Woo saw the things he had heard breaking: a series of shattered clay pots, shards from a nearby window, a double-decker cot turned on its side, bedsheets spilled. He saw the hilt of a sword stuck completely through one of the spilled mattresses, its tip jammed into the hard clay floor. Woo smiled. According to Suni, Amit had realized he wouldn’t be able to move fast enough with the sword, but the sword was still a factor in this one-sided fight. He couldn’t just lay it down in order to gather new weapons. He’d had to stick it hard in a place that would be difficult to reach, so that no one else could use it against him. 

Woo breasted through the crowd. Amit’s eyes flickered toward the movement. He sprinted, then at the last minute held back. The sai pushed against his robe, nudging his belly. 

“You won’t kill me?” Woo looked down at the boy. 

Pressure pushed, then abated to its earlier state, still touching him, a thrust from disemboweling. 

“You may consider it,” said Woo. “I have come to disarm you.”

The boy looked up at his master. “I won’t be disarmed.” 

“You will. You were not to open the lockers. You are not to hold the weapons when I am not with you. And most here would tell you that you are not to hold the weapons ever, whether I am with you or not. You have caused damage to some property of others and some that we share. After you have laid down your sai, you will head to the pottery, where you will make new bowls. Then you will work to repair the windows. And you will not raise your hand against your brothers again.” 

Amit’s dark eyes flicked to several boys around the circle. Woo saw the truth of what he’d surmised from Suni outside: They couldn’t disarm the boy without killing him. A young, relatively untrained monk might have taken Amit’s eye movements as signs of distraction and tried to take his blades, but Woo felt the tension telegraph from his arm and through the metal against his stomach with each flick. It was a trick Woo had taught the boy himself: turn distraction into advantage. Contrary to appearances, Amit would actually be most prepared and deadly during the moments his eyes were elsewhere, looking to those he saw as enemies.

“They are not my brothers.” 

“They are your brothers in that we are all your brothers.”

“They mock me. They call me small.” 

“You are small, Amit.”

“Rafi tried to take my mother’s locket. He said I had a picture inside of … ” The boy’s voice faltered. 

“It does not matter.” Woo’s eyes flicked toward Rafi — a boy who, at 16, was maybe four times Amit’s size. Rafi had a small red line across his throat. The sai, which were stabbing weapons, didn’t have a cutting edge, but the slash hadn’t been a mistake or move made during a miscalculated parry. Woo had taught Amit, but much of what the boy knew had come from within. That slash told Woo everything he needed to know. He realized, even if Woo had never trained the boy, this scenario would have played out with any sharp object in Amit’s hand. He’d sliced Rafi ever so delicately — not much more than an attention-getter — just to let him know what might have happened. In all likelihood, Amit had done it when Rafi was sleeping. An intelligent warrior was not above stabbing another in the back. He used his skills to do the job while remaining aware of his weaknesses.

“It matters. He has insulted my mother’s memory.” 

“No, Amit,” said Woo, still very aware of the quivering spike in his stomach. “He has insulted you. And you have decided to accept that insult.” 

At that moment, a large boy named Nairit took advantage of Amit’s attention on Woo. He sprang forward and grabbed at Amit’s left arm. In a second, both of Nairit’s hands were wrapped around Amit’s wrist, torquing it with his superior muscles to free the weapon. Woo thought he knew what the boy was doing: He’d either make Amit drop the sai or force him to counterattack with the weapon currently held on Woo, thus allowing Woo to disarm him. But Amit didn’t flinch with the blade. He pulled his arm along with the sweep of Nairit’s momentum, then raised one bare foot and, without looking, firmed his toes enough to kick him hard in the larynx. Nairit’s hold on Amit’s wrist faltered, Amit spun his hand through the weak point in the grip (Nairit’s thumbs) and a half second later had the second sai inches from the larger boy’s heart. Woo was impressed. Amit hadn’t so much as blinked from his gut through the incident. 

“My mother’s memory and her locket is all I have left of her,” said Amit, his eyes softening as they met Woo’s gaze. 

“They are all you need, Amit.”

“I will not bear insult.” 

“Then you are a fool.” Woo deliberately took a half step forward, increasing the sai’s pressure. With a small pop, it broke through his robe. Woo felt its tip kiss his bare skin. “You have trained with me for nearly a year now, Amit. During that time, your instincts and reflexes have blossomed to an astounding degree. But between the ears, you are weak and pathetic. Tell me, Amit, what good is training your muscles if you can be undone with a word?” 

“I have not been undone.” 

Amit was a child brought to the Sri as a problem they didn’t want, whom Woo had honed into a weapon, but had yet to teach peace. As they faced off, Woo forced himself to see the boy as a boy: short stature, small hands recently used only for playing with toys, eyes that were recently innocent. 

“You have been, yes,” said Woo. “Look around you — with your mind if you will not use your eyes. Then tell me what you thought would happen.” 

“I … ” 

“You reacted without thought. Your training was withered by words. Insults are not active, Amit. They are weapons laid down by others. You only pick them up if you wish yourself wounded. Others said things, and you chose to fall upon them as if onto a sword. Those actions have undone you. If you do not believe you have been undone, you are stupid and cannot be trained. Will you kill us all? How is that a victory? Of course you cannot, so perhaps we will kill you. At best we will disarm you, then send you beyond our walls.” 

“But … ” 

Woo could see realization dawn across Amit’s features. He’d pierced his anger’s veil and allowed logic to enter; the boy could see the inevitable dominoes fall, one after another. There were many at the order who believed that training young men and women entailed exercises and practice; Woo knew the most important thing to train was the mind — especially in the young. If you could teach a person to think, fighting was rarely necessary. And if you could teach a person to think, the fighting, when it happened, proceeded more easily. 

Woo reached down, gently took the sai by its tip, and pulled the weapon into his hand. Amit gave him the other without protest. Woo nodded to several adults, placed his hand on the boy’s back, and led him from the dormitory. 

Amit’s head fell as they walked. His fury had dissipated, but shame scurried in its shadow. There was nothing wrong with fury, or shame, but both had come at the boy unasked. 

They passed Suni at the door. He met Woo’s eyes with a steely glare, then looked at Amit. Almost imperceptibly, the abbot’s eyes flicked upward, toward Woo’s silver-white hair. Woo pulled Suni’s eyes back to his, and silently sent him a message: Not now. We will discuss the boy later. 

They returned to the garden, alone. The compound’s rhythms settled to normal around them. Woo sat in Lotus on the grass. Amit, with a small effort, crossed his legs then pulled his own feet up, matching Woo’s position. The boy, with his own small shaved head, blue robe and saffron sash, looked up at his mentor.

“Am I in trouble?” 

“With some, yes. In the coming weeks, you will have more practice allowing insults from the other boys to lay at your feet. They are Sri — many are old enough that they should be enlightened and know better — but they are still boys. Other weapons will be laid at your feet by adults like the abbot. Those will be more subtle and elegant, for flaying rather than beheading, but they are similar. If you do not allow the judgments of others to harm you, then you cannot be harmed by them. They are toothless snakes hissing around your ankles, full of menace but unable to strike.” 

“I meant, will I have to leave?” 

Woo shook his head. “I will not allow it. You are young, with a violent past that, for now, will give you an excuse. Pity is a weapon that you can lay at the feet of adults. They believe they are above such things, but are not used to pitying children. I can twist those knives for you — remind the others that you have great challenges to surmount, that you have no one else, that you need our help, that we may be the only ones capable of saving you. But you dull my knives with every new incident.”

“I did not create that incident. Sanjay and his group did.” 

Woo frowned. The Sri were not supposed to form “groups”; only the order was supposed to matter, and the order always came above the individual. That was how it was supposed to work, and for the most part did. But boys were still boys, and still formed allegiances and traveled in packs. Among the adults, there were those who didn’t find idea of individuality beneath notice, like Woo.

“Of course, you did. Could you not deflect their barbs? Could you not walk away?” 

“They nudge me. They knock me down. It was not only words.” 

“Could you not fall when they nudged you? Could you not accept their attacks without retaliation?” Woo looked to his right and left, then leaned closer and almost whispered. “Could you not sneak up to Sanjay’s cot in the middle of the night, use a blade to draw a line down his middle, and allow him to wake and see it, knowing what might have happened — and what might happen next?” 

The order’s official decree was to turn the other cheek until it could no longer be turned, but Woo felt that often, action resolved disputes faster by a subtle hand.

“I have told you, Amit. You came to us with great anger inside. Others, like the abbot, would have you meditate until that anger was buried or gone. I do not agree. We must summon anger when we fight. We are taught to spar as machines, but a fist cannot move as fast as it sometimes must without a modicum of anger. The Sri have long denied emotion in this context, but a warrior with passionate strikes will always defeat a highly skilled automaton. But it still must be controlled, Amit. You must tuck it deep like a seed beneath the soil. You must learn to control its blooming by giving it only sunlight allowed by you. Your anger and hatred have the potential to be a tremendous asset, but only if you learn where and when to use them. Do not deny your anger. Let it fill you like a hot core when you practice your disciplines, and give it expression with each strike. Your hands will become harder. Your placements will become more precise. Because unlike so many of the others here, if you learn to channel your rage you will always be able to summon a reason to fight.” 

The boy looked up at Woo, then after 30 long seconds nodded slowly. 

“You understand.” 

Another five seconds. The boy was again in control, practicing what the order had taught him: To always think, to never react without thinking actions out in advance — a failure that had so recently risked his presence at the compound. 

“I understand.” 

“Good,” said Woo. “Now, we meditate.” 














Chapter 9




PRESENT DAY




“HE KNOWS, YOU know.” 

The enormous black man in the bright-white T-shirt was well over 6 and a half feet tall, towering over Amit’s 5’9”, and twice as wide. His bare arms were a mural of tattoos, but his skin was dark enough that they vanished into scribbles. He held an automatic gun, and while it wasn’t trained on Amit, it wasn’t pointing toward the ground. From where he stood, Amit could see that the safety was off. One of the man’s big black fingers was over the trigger guard, an inch from firing position. Amit was fast, but could never reach the man before getting cut down. 

“What does he know?” Amit asked. 

“About the Right Hand. That Mr. Hayes is dead. Killed by a monk in blue robes.” 

Amit looked down. He’d returned to his rented room and had changed into a new robe and sash, because the other was too bloody. He’d been drawing stares, and a shaved-headed monk in robes attracted enough glances under ordinary circumstances. 

“It was not me. Perhaps it was another monk in blue robes.” 

The big black man nodded. “We get a lot of them. Worse than trick-or-treaters.” 

Amit gave the man a genuine smile. He felt good. He had erased the squad who had ended Nisha’s life, filling a war chest of eyes for her eye, and karmically correcting the wrong actions of the man who had issued the order. It was a beautiful day, and the sun was shining. Now he had this charming conversation to be thankful for.

“Do the police wonder why men stand outside this house with illegal weapons?” 

The big man ignored Amit’s implication, but didn’t contradict the suggestion of the weapons’ illegality — something which Amit, who’d never trained much with firearms, wasn’t sure of. “Nope.” 

Amit was 30 feet down an enormous driveway. A massive, decorative gate loomed slightly uphill. The guard engaging him had a booming voice, so Amit had no trouble hearing every nuance of his words. Amit’s own voice was soft and conversational, but the guard seemed to have no trouble hearing him. He hadn’t smiled, and was wearing sunglasses, but seemed friendly enough. The kind of man Amit might like to have a cup of tea with under different circumstances — although Amit was gregarious and enjoyed sharing tea with most anyone. 

He’d been at the gate outside the Right Hand’s boss’s house for 10 minutes. The guards (Amit counted six, two of them in small guard towers) either didn’t see him as a threat or were friendly, because they hadn’t raised their weapons. But at some point, at least the two flanking the gate had flicked safeties to off, and while no one had to explain anything to anyone else, it was apparent that if Amit took more than a few more steps forward, he would be perforated like a page in a coloring book. 

Amit withdrew his prayer beads. The big guard didn’t flinch. He’d either figured out that Amit had no weapon or didn’t care. It was probably the latter. All six wore body armor over their shirts. 

Amit rubbed the beads between his fingers, thinking. 

“What does your boss do?” Amit looked at the guard on the other side of the door, over to the two in their towers, then the pair 15 feet farther down the wall on either side. Only the black man responded. 

“Olive oil importing. Waste management. Gaming.” 

Amit nodded, getting the joke. There wasn’t much in the way of visual entertainment in the Sri compound, but he’d been outside many times, and that was enough to understand the supposed ways of crime lords. Retroactively, he justified that time spent as research.

“What if I told you why this other monk — who was not me — did what he did to the Right Hand?”

“I’m not particularly interested.”

Amit paced, rolling beads in his fingers. He’d come here because he’d needed the lay of the land. Of course, the boss would have heard about the monk; Amit himself had instructed the Right Hand to tell him that this monk would be coming for him next. Of course, his security would be raised. He could have hidden, but given that he’d already gone out of his way to make his mission known, showing up in person was logical. It was always possible that the guards would try shooting him out of hand the moment he arrived, but Amit didn’t think they would. For one, powerful men maintained low profiles with the law as best they could, and firing automatic weapons needlessly would surely attract attention. He’d kept his distance, and while he could never strike in time to outrun six separate lines of fire, he’d be able to run in plenty of time if those guns started to chatter. Mostly, he’d come — after following the cues he’d sussed out from the boss when meeting with the Right Hand — in order to show himself. Every magician knew that the best tricks were built on misdirection, and that meant giving your audience something to look at. 

“I am actually a very nice person.” Amit turned and smiled, showing his teeth so the guards would see his mirth. “I long to kill your boss, but wish you no harm. You must know that. I do not want you to see me as a threat to you, personally. This is important. I have many friends and would always like to have more.”

“Charming,” said the big man. 

“When I come back, if I get closer to you than two lengths of my arm, please consider dropping whatever weapons you are holding and raising your hands. If you do, I will merely incapacitate you. Like this.” 

Amit had noticed the empty guard station — above the main gate, on a small walkway — upon arrival. He’d watched the remaining guards before walking from the small clutch of trees and into the open. He saw how they were all watching certain areas more than others out of habit. By watching their eyes, he could see their collective blind spot. Their sweeping guns never sufficiently covered the driveway’s center. 

A twig snapped behind Amit. 

He dropped to the ground, knowing the man behind him would fire his weapon the minute he saw rapid movement from the man in his sights. The seventh guard did not disappoint; the gunfire’s cough etched a tattoo in the lawn and caused the large guard to leap back in alarm. Amit had been monitoring the man’s breathing. When he heard it — intermingling with the slight breeze but still distinct — he knew the man was close enough for Amit to guess his weapon’s aim, and reach with his foot after a quick crab-scuffle backward. 

Amit hooked his forefoot around the man’s ankle and yanked, dropping him hard to the ground. A half second later, he’d popped up and stepped on the man’s gun hand, careful not to hurt him. The guard, also in a white T-shirt with a bulletproof vest over the top, tried to wriggle toward his weapon. Amit shifted and drove his heel into the man’s throat. 

He coughed, gasping for breath. 

Amit picked up the gun and looked it over with childlike curiosity, then looked down at the coughing man. “Please. Join your friends.” 

The man gaped. Amit chuckled, pulled the clip from the gun and tossed it downhill, then extended it toward the guard. The guard took it and, with constant glances backward, stumbled toward the gate. Fifteen seconds later he was holding his neutered weapons beside the others.

“Remember, two arm lengths.” Amit raised his own arms to indicate what they should do. He didn’t want to kill them, and hoped they’d listen.

His message understood, Amit gave a small bow then walked back the way he’d come. The guards did not follow. He was disappointed but not surprised. There had always been a chance that they’d chase him. If they did, he could lose them, circle back, and maybe get past the diminished ranks. But although today was glorious and beautiful, it was apparently not lucky. To the guards, who were big men with armor and weapons, Amit was one tiny, crazy man. All that mattered was protecting the gates, and the boss behind them. 

He paced the grounds, keeping the wall in sight but staying out of the range of prying eyes, and circled the perimeter. There was only the one gate, and the place was fortified like a castle. Here and there, guards paced the wall’s perimeter, all with the same automatic weapons, in pairs with at least 20 feet between them. It was an impossible configuration for one man to attack; if he reached one guard, the other would either shoot them both or call for help. There was no way inside. 

Amit began to traverse the path back from where he had come, taking his time. He strolled for a half hour, keeping a keen ear to the sounds of pursuit. He found a high rise and a stunning view of the valley, then a solid rock where he sat with crossed legs. He ran his palm over his head, feeling stubble. He would need to shave again soon if he found the time, but was mostly beyond caring. What he’d told the Right Hand was true: He was no longer part of the Sri in any meaningful way. He probably shouldn’t be wearing his robe and sash, but Amit had earned them and wished to wear what was comfortable. 

He closed his eyes, focusing inward, falling into contemplation.

You must not use your skills to fight, Amit. 

Woo and the abbot didn’t agree. The order trained and trained without ceasing. They sparred monk on monk, and monk on machinery. The Sri went through pads and punching bags the way most groups their size would go through food. The average shadow monk could perform surgery with his toes and twist his muscles away from a point of impact on a micro level to dissipate a blow like a car’s crumple zone. But they were also trained to be non-combative, nonviolent. The older boys had picked on Amit as a child; he’d been expected to turn the other cheek. Whenever he’d fought — other than in designated sparring sessions — he’d been reprimanded. To Amit, all that training was a waste without application. Yes, the discipline of training was good for both spirit and soul, and for their connection to the Great Beyond. But if they were enlightened, didn’t it also make sense to use their skills to defeat the enemies of enlightenment? Wasn’t what happened to Nisha enough to break the seal on his training and draw evil’s blood? What use was their training if it could not address wrongs and advance rights? 

Amit heard the abbot in his head, as if Suni was watching from above: You have addressed enough wrongs. You have spilled enough blood to counter that lost by Nisha. 

But if Amit stopped now, she would have died for nothing: no lesson learned. Everything had purpose, and if Nisha died in front of him, it was to catalyze Amit into action. Some of his duty was done, but he had only chipped the fingernails of the hand behind the strings. If he did not continue and strike at the heart, the evil’s hand would buff its nails and deal more death. That was far worse than Amit’s transgressions.

He thought of the compound and the wall. He thought of the seven armed guards at the gate and the pairs around the edges, all within easy sight of each other. He could take out one man, then possibly retreat. But to what end? He’d never be able to take another. And they would surely add more guards tonight, now that the killer monk had declared his intentions. The Right Hand had been comparatively easy. 

He could wait for the boss to come out, but there was little chance that he’d do it in the way Amit needed. The man had to be alone before his guts could spill. This wasn’t an assassination; it was, at least in part, an interrogation. If he came out, the boss would be in his car, in public, surrounded by guards. 

Amit could attempt to infiltrate as a guard, but he wasn’t big enough, and they didn’t wear helmets. 

He could try to scale the wall in stealth, but he’d circled several times and hadn’t seen any expanse without at least four guards in view. 

He kept his eyes closed, deeply inhaling the day’s sweet air. The sounds of nature surrounded him, down to the slightest rustle of brush. Animals skittered. Beneath his legs, he felt the rock where he sat. He breathed, feeling lighter, until the deeper part of his mind heard nothing. While his outside layer remained hyper-aware, a pure calm descended inside. Amit was in a void, with nothingness around him. Floating, as if in a tank.

Everything had a weakness. 

Amit waited for the situation’s vulnerability to surface from the void.














Chapter 10




A WEEK LATER, JASON ALFERO set the supreme pizza on a tray he’d taken from a high cabinet above his stainless steel refrigerator. The tray was oversized, like Jason. Sometimes, it occurred to him that he was a cliché: fat, Italian, and able to pretend that his wife believed their money came from a line of designer vitamin waters — when in fact she knew about the dirty dealings and neck-breaking that were part of NutriBev’s ancillary marketing plan. Julia was a good woman and didn’t like what her husband had dragged them into, but Jason was a good liar, and she mostly believed they were barely criminals. 

Everyone cheated on their taxes; everyone bought shoes that were sewn together by Third-World kids working in some Malaysian sweatshop. Every American had benefitted from the theft of land and the murder of natives, and had the luxury, today, of outrage because nothing could be changed and outrage cost nothing. Everyone was complicit in crimes against the environment, and everyone here was party to the segmentation of the very poor into the gutters. Jason wasn’t a bad guy; he was a realist. He had a few businesses that skirted legality. So what? He was being honest; everyone else was a hypocrite.

The pizza was medium. He used to get larges, but his doctor said in stern terms that eating more large supremes was tantamount to driving a stake into his heart. He’d shown Jason a few photos because his most frequent patient was great at getting terrified about his own health in short bursts. The photos showed blood vessels so tightly constricted with arterial plaques that blood hadn’t been able to go through them. “You’re begging for a heart attack, Jason,” Doctor Altieri had told him. 

But heart attacks were too common for hypochondriacs, so when his behavior failed to change, Doc A had discussed a few more exotic diseases, constantly flicking his eyes away as he listed them, as if embarrassed about what he was saying. Jason wrote them all down, and looked them up at home: multiple symmetric lipomatosis, lipedema, Dercum's disease, more. None of those rare lipid disorders seemed to be caused by obesity, but Doc A had suggested that they might be masked by obesity, thus preventing a proper diagnosis. It seemed absurd for a few minutes, then terrifying. Home and fretting while browsing WebMD for diseases he was certain he had, Jason had called the doctor, requesting some testing. Shirley the receptionist said she’d have the doctor get back to him, but that in the meantime, the doctor had noted that Jason should start losing weight immediately. 

Doc A never had returned that call, probably because he was violating one of his doctor oaths. It smelled like bullshit, and for all of five minutes after hanging up with Shirley, Jason let himself dismiss the whole thing. It was a ruse: the doctor’s listing of odd disorders that he’d surely looked up moments before entering the exam room to meet with his fat gangster patient, the receptionist delivering medical instructions instead of just taking the fucking message. For five minutes, Jason had laughed, before deciding he had acute lipedema. He’d already forgotten what the condition was and what it meant, but it made sense. Maybe whatever lipedema was would work together with the brain tumor he was also certain he had. He’d recently had that CT scan, but scans missed things. His vision sometimes blurred when he watched TV. It had to be a tumor. 

Laziness was about the only thing that could go toe-to-toe with Jason Alfero’s hypochondria. Worrying about your health could be exhausting and traumatizing. Gobbling through some favorite foods was a great way to feel better fast. He compromised, certain he was dying from something he couldn’t see, feel, or imagine. He got the medium pizza, same as he’d been doing every Thursday night for months. It was significantly smaller than the large. Saving those extra calories might buy him a bit more time before the blood parasites drove him to insanity, or before the many latent aneurisms waiting to explode in his brain finally did. 

None of it made him feel better. But eating pizza pushed those ever-present concerns into the corners of his head, allowing him to forget as much as he could for the tiniest while. 

He set the pizza on a tray, still in the box. He set a stack of napkins next to the pizza, then poured himself a large glass of Coke, in a plastic tumbler that matched precisely none of the rest of his expensive kitchen, and placed it beside the napkins. Julia was already on the couch, and had set the kids up as well. They were 16 and 14, but both had their mother wrapped around their fingers. They needed to start doing more for themselves, start taking responsibility. As soon as Jason thought of it, he looked down at the pizza, still in its box on his tray. He looked at his own massive gut. Julia was slim, like Anthony and Marie. Each had a single piece of the other pizza on their plates, and Marie was eating hers with a fork and knife — something Jason saw as thoroughly stupid. But it beat stuffing your face, worrying about all of the ways you were about to die — both through the bogus diseases Jason was certain he had and the legitimate ones built brick by brick by his neverending gluttony. 

“You started the previews.” Jason looked from Julia to the TV. “What the hell?” 

“You were taking too long. Besides, you never care about previews on DVDs.” 

“Why do they put previews on DVDs? We wanted to watch the movie, not a bunch of advertisements.” 

Julia looked back at him, then nodded: Exactly my point.

Anthony reached for a remote, dimmed the lights, then cranked the surround sound. The kid liked his movies loud enough to shatter glass and rattle all five of his fillings. Jason considered telling him to turn it down, but it wasn’t worth it. He just wanted to eat his damned pizza. He had plenty to bury in fatty, carbohydrate-laced good feeling. He had his Dercum's disease; he had the deal Bhoorman had screwed in Germany; he had that letter from the IRS (not taxes, but a troublesome audit); he had the matter of replacing his best man, Telford Hayes. And of course, he had Hayes’ killer haunting the front of his mind. 

Benny and the guys at the gate hadn’t seen the odd baldy in over a week, but last Monday the freak spotted Kyle coming up from behind “as if he were psychic or something.”

He grabbed a slice, took a fat bite, chewed, and swallowed. 

“Hey Anthony, why don’t you turn it up? I can’t hear anything.” 

The kid actually reached for the remote before Jason waved him away. Thinking his teenage son liked things too loud was a sign that he was getting old, and couldn’t be far from standing on his porch in boxers and a wife-beater, yelling at kids to get the hell off his lawn. But what could you do? He was 45, obese, and probably had Hodgkin’s lymphoma, with all the money he’d ever need. He had earned his right to be crotchety.

Jason finished the first slice without even realizing it, then reached for another and showed it no mercy. 

He looked at Anthony, then Marie, then his wife, Julia. They’d been having a fun time bunkered in over the past week, but their collective nerves were beginning to thin. They’d gone out for dinner once, but the tables to either side of were filled with large, well-dressed men. They’d gone shopping once in the mall, but all together, surrounded by the same large men, this time outfitted casually. Jason tried to spin the whole thing, convince his kids and wife that they were all hanging out together because they deserved some family time. Usually, he was always out of the house, working. Now, he had some time off (because Telford Hayes was dead and those above him were shuffling for a replacement), and they should spend time as a family while they had it. They stayed inside the grounds with the gate closed because they didn’t want to be bothered in the midst of so much family mirth. They went shopping together because it was fun. And they were constantly accompanied by six bodyguards because it was only prudent for a respectable vitamin water kingpin such as himself. 

The pizza was half gone. He could see Tony’s flier under the wax paper. Jason thought the fliers were as obnoxious as the previews on DVDs. He hadn’t even watched the movie before they were trying to sell him on another, same with Tony and his pizza. 

He pressed his fist to his chest and waited for a gas bubble to gurgle up his throat. He should stop, and would, if stopping didn’t mean thinking about his leukemia. 

Jason finished the piece of pizza in his hand, wiped his fingers with the napkins, and looked at the large wall-mounted screen. Still previews. He was halfway done with his dinner, and the fucking movie hadn’t started. 

His eyes wandered. He looked through the bulletproof sliding glass door, seeing the wall in the distance. Well-lit lawn stretched between house and wall. They were locked down, and if he reached for his tablet Jason could see live footage of the men walking the perimeter. The assassin had infiltrated Hayes’s security, but Hayes’s security, even after the upgrades, had been a joke. Jason’s was 10 times better. No one was getting inside. Still, the blue-robed man had cleaned Telford Hayes’s house in a way that was disturbing like a blood clot in the brain. Jason had seen the photos, and they’d made his gut clench — his gut, ample and used to blood from torture. He wondered where the man had gone. Could he have surrendered in the week gone by? He’d gotten to Hayes. Maybe that was enough to settle the man’s debt. Jason had no idea what the man’s grievance might be. Nothing strange had gone down in a while: a few monetary transfers, some purchases, a handful of ordinary lot sales, and a few loose ends that needed tidying. There was that girl who had needed cleanup, too, but Jason barely knew anything about that. 

He massacred another quarter of the pizza. 

Still bored by the previews, he looked into the box. The flier was almost entirely uncovered. He shook his head, annoyed, and earned a cursory glance from Julia. Jason was always irritated by something, and part of his irritation was making sure others knew all about it. He and Julia had been married for over 20 years. She didn’t like to play the game, and knew that ignoring his frequent annoyances was the best way to diffuse them. 

Absent an audience, he slipped the flier from under the wax paper. They’d made it look hand-written, to trick people into thinking it was a special deal, a limited-time offer hand-written by Tony himself, rather than something passed down from corporate and slipped into thousands of boxes, like some sort of a … 

But it wasn’t a flier. It was a note. 

It read: 




You have been dosed with a rapid-acting poison known as ricin. 

You will be dead in 60 minutes. There is no antidote. 

Meet me in 30 minutes, alone, and your family won’t suffer.




Under the words: a map.














Chapter 11




THE BLACK ESCALADE PULLED TO the road’s curve with three minutes to spare. A small smile crossed Amit’s lips. 

He crossed to the vehicle. The window lowered. Amit told the driver and sole occupant to kill the engine. The fat man inside did as ordered, then flung his keys from the window. They tumbled through the air and disappeared into brush. 

“I didn’t need you to throw away your keys.”

The fat man said, “I don’t need them if I’m dead.” 

Amit closed his eyes and gave the boss a small nod, almost a bow. He looked sweaty and pale, as if he had the flu, but seemed unafraid. Amit couldn’t help but respect him. Not many men could confidently march to their deaths. 

“Indeed,” said Amit. “Unlock the door.” 

The man inside pressed a button, and Amit heard a click. He walked leisurely to the vehicle’s front and opened the passenger-side door to find himself staring into the barrel of a gun. 

Amit reached up and took the weapon. Judging by the fat man’s expression, this wasn’t expected. Amit saw the man’s finger tremble through that first quarter second, after he saw the weakness in his poisoned eyes. Even if he could pull the trigger faster than Amit could react (which he couldn’t), he wouldn’t be confident enough to fire without asking questions. Not if he felt his family was in danger, and couldn’t be sure that the monk was working alone. 

The gun rolled easily to the right under Amit’s grip, away from the man’s hand and his trigger finger’s best pull zone. His fingers were strong, but Amit’s were stronger. Seconds later, Amit clicked the safety and slipped the gun into his robe. When he looked up, the man’s mouth was open, hand still out and wrapped around nothing. 

“Your hand will no longer be effective. I have removed the deadly part.” 

The empty hand lowered. The boss faced forward and sighed. “You promised not to harm my family.” 

“I did not. But I will, if you cooperate.” 

“I have cooperated.”

Amit slipped into the spacious backseat and closed the door. He composed his robes. “We should drive somewhere more private.” 

“I threw the keys away.” 

Amit chuckled. “That is true. You must forgive me. Sometimes, I am forgetful. Oftentimes, during my morning meditations, I would forget that … ” 

“The poison,” said the boss. “Is there an antidote?” 

“I do not believe so.”

“You don’t believe so?” 

“Walter White seemed certain that it was a sure way to dispatch his enemies. It was implied that he could poison with impunity, then tell his victims of their poisoning because there was no antidote. In fact, he … ” 

“Wait. Are you talking about the TV show Breaking Bad?” 

“Nisha mentioned it once, so I caught up while waiting for my solution to your problem.” He shook his head, as if in disapproval. “I was not accustomed to such extreme violence. But it did supply me with the idea for ricin. I figured a man with your medical record would be able to manufacture the symptoms of ricin poisoning on his own.” 

“Are you saying that I’m not poisoned?” The fat man shook his head. “That I’m not going to die?” 

Amit chuckled again. “Those are separate questions, with contradictory answers.” 

The boss darted to his left, hands going toward the door handle. Amit casually reached forward, pinched the man’s Adam’s apple between his fingers and squeezed very hard. 

“Please do not open the door. If I crush your Adam’s apple, you will be unable to speak. And we have matters to discuss.” 

“Fuck you!” 

Amit squeezed harder. Something seemed to crack under his fingers, and he had to move his grip to avoid something that suddenly felt like a sponge. The man screamed. 

“Your name is Jason, correct?” 

“Fuck! You!” 

Amit sighed and squeezed again. Something else popped. The man screamed louder. What was in there, anyway? It couldn’t be bone. Was it cartilage? 

“That’s it, right? Jason? Jason Alfero?” 

Panting: “Yes.”

“Jason, I’d like to let go of your throat. It seems uncivil to do otherwise. When I let go, I’d prefer that you left the door handle alone. You are a large man, and I have trained every muscle in my body for my entire life. I am fairly certain that I can drive my first two fingers through the back of your neck if I strike you hard enough. If you go for the door, I will have plenty of time to try.” 

“If I talk, you won’t kill me?”

“No. If you talk to me, I won’t kill your family.” 

“You can’t reach my family.”

“I reached you.” 

“With a ploy. I came out because you tricked me.” 

Amit chuckled. “Rest assured that I am infinitely patient, and always pay my debts. You may choose to disbelieve this, but it would not be wise. Perhaps you heard what I did to your compatriots in crime, and hence what I could do to Julia, Anthony, and Marie.” 

Alfero paused. Of course, he had heard. During Amit’s week at the hotel — drinking herb tea and watching Breaking Bad, while he checked in with doctors and pizza delivery places by day — the crime boss would have had plenty of time to converse with his inferiors and superiors to mine the many dirty details of what had happened to the so-called Right Hand. He’d know what one man was able to do. He’d know how merciless that one man was, and how patient he could be. He’d almost certainly believe that the crazy monk would harm his family if he didn’t cooperate, even though he never would. Amit was a man of peace above all else. Unfortunately, violence sometimes paved its way.

“What do you want?” 

“I want to know who your boss is, and how to reach him.” 

“My boss?” 

Amit nodded, folding his hands in his lap. “Yes. ‘The Boss.’ Two moves ago, the Right Hand was ‘the boss,’ and until I learned about you, you were just ‘the boss.’ Now there is another above you, and that person will be my next ‘boss.’ I do not know how many bosses I must dispatch, but I am in no hurry.”

“Why do you need to know?”

“Because I have a score to settle.” 

“I think it’s settled. How many people have you killed?” 

Amit shook his head. “Not all who were responsible. With each ‘boss’ I uncover, I further see I’ve only met men following orders. All in the chain, but none started the pendulum swinging.” 

“Responsible for what?” 

“For Nisha.” 

He was preparing to elaborate, but a thoughtful look crossed Alfero’s face — or at least the part Amit could see from the back seat. “Nisha. I remember that name.” 

“You passed a command to have her killed.” It was the sort of thing most men would say with spite, but to Amit, when his anger was sufficiently quelled (“saving its strength for later expression,” Woo would have said), it was merely data. He was solving a giant puzzle, and had to keep slotting pieces in place as he found them.

“I handed it down like an order to a line cook. I barely saw what was on that slip.” 

Amit nodded. “You know who gave you that order. And if you will tell me that, I will spare your family.” 

“And me?” 

“I can promise to kill you without unnecessary pain.” 

The fat man up front sighed, then turned so he was mostly facing Amit.  

“Look. You beat me. Fine. If you have to kill me, fine. There’s not much I can do about that. I’ve made my bed, as they say, and I suppose I can lie in it. God knows, I’ve done my share of bad things. But I can’t give you my boss. I am not much, but I am a man of my word, and I can’t let you continue what you’re doing. It stops here, with me.” 

“Someone decided to kill a girl who mattered to me. I need to know why. Your boss has that reason.” 

“Maybe and maybe not,” said Alfero. “My boss might also have been handing down the order without looking. It’s a big organization.” 

“Then I will follow it to the top.” 

Something seemed to shift in Alfero’s features. Suddenly, instead of a villain, Amit saw a father and a husband. He’d had time to research Alfero, and knew many things the man had done — murders he’d committed in blood over money, turf, drugs, and prostitutes. He deserved to die, and yet was still a man. 

“What is your name?” 

“Amit.” 

“Amit, I’ve been in my business for over half of my life. It’s a bad world. It made me money, but it made me something else, too. I’ve been angry. I’ve been tormented by things I’ve seen. I’ve gone on quests like yours, determined to eradicate those who have wronged me. But revenge can never still your soul. It will not solve your problems, or bring back the dead. It can hurt those you hate for a while, but will hurt you forever.” 

Amit shook his head. “You are wrong. Revenge leads to satisfaction, and sometimes satisfaction is enough.” 

“It’s a hollow reward. A life of death.” 

“My life is filled with death already. Because of you, and men like you.” 

“Because of this … Nisha.” 

Amit nodded.

“Because you need to know the reason. You don’t understand.” 

He was almost as calm as he should be, but not quite. He felt something prying at the edges of his composure.

“Maybe you need to understand, rather than kill.” 

Amit met his eyes. “I need both.” 

“Money. It’s always about money. Follow the money, and you will find your reason.” 

“I need the name of your boss.”

“No.” 

“You are causing needless suffering. This could be easy.” 

Alfero shook his head. “You don’t understand. My word is all I have.” 

“Your boss would betray you.” 

Alfero shook his head with a shocking conviction. “No. I’m certain he wouldn’t. You may think we’re hoods. And in the lower ranks, maybe we are. But higher up, it’s not true. No matter what you may have heard, there is honor among thieves.” 

Amit made his fingers into two firm hooks. This was going to have to get unpleasant, and he hadn’t remembered to change into his already-stained robes. Soon he would run out of outfits. But worse, he almost didn’t want to torture Alfero. Not because the man didn’t deserve it, but because Amit almost understood. He thought of his own mentors in the Sri, and asked himself what it would take for him to betray them. The answer was that he never, ever would. 

“I have been wronged. Nisha has been wronged.” 

“Follow the money, then,” said Alfero. “And follow the virgins.” 

A tiny smile twitched at the corner of Alfero’s mouth at the word “virgins.” It was a slight on Nisha — something that rendered the man’s earlier speechifying disingenuous. His mocking smile strobed anger in Amit, and he almost struck a fatal blow. But that would be unwise; that would be using an insult laid down by his opponent to eviscerate himself. 

What good is training your muscles if you can be undone with a word?

This needed to end, but Amit had to try once more. 

“You are not telling me what I need to hear.”

“Then kill me already.” Alfero’s earlier calm pulled back in a smile. He didn’t look afraid, or remorseful. He almost looked like Amit felt — a man content on vengeance, about to get his due. 

Then Amit saw why.

Three black Escalades rolled around the curve and barreled down the deserted road, two from Alfero’s compound and one more from farther down the street. All had their lights off, but once in range, clicked them on. 

Headlights painted the field on one side and the small thicket of woods on the other, near where Alfero had tossed his keys. Windows lowered on all three vehicles. Black muzzles poked out like turtles from shells, all centered on Alfero’s SUV. The others parked sideways, so they could shoot without obstruction. 

“I figured I was dead already,” said Alfero. “From the ricin.” 

He smiled, then soldiers in all three Escalades — one in each front seat and another in the rear — started to fire. 














Chapter 12




TEN YEARS AGO




“FOCUS.”

AMIT tried to focus. It was difficult. He was watching Woo’s right hand as they stood face-to-face, trying to parry and dodge his fingers’ small jabs. Woo’s objective in the drill was to touch Amit’s robe. Woo said that if a person could touch you, he could find a way to hurt you. It was the first touch that mattered, because it broached your spiritual perimeter. 

Pretend you are surrounded by a great bubble, and never allow anyone inside that bubble without your express invitation. A man’s space is his own, and once another breaches it, he has you by the soul.

“You are angry.” Woo held his unflinching eyes to Amit. 

He watched the silver-white head in his peripheral vision, his half-focus on the man’s darting fingers. Woo would try to jab, and Amit would retreat or block. It was normally a simple drill — one he had mastered as a child. But Woo was no longer pulling his jabs. He tried his best, and if Woo could touch him, their agreement was that Amit would need to hold a heavy book over his head for three hours. Simple, but extraordinarily painful. 

“Of course, I’m angry.” Amit tried to compose his face — to wear a neutral expression — but his head was filled with a heavy red fog. The world was starting to spin. He was doing his breathing exercises, but they were not helping. 

“So use it. Don’t be used by it.” 

“What is the difference?” 

Woo’s left fist slammed into Amit’s kidney. He collapsed onto his knees, holding his side, groaning. 

“That is the difference.” 

“I am supposed to be watching your right hand!” Amit realized he had yelled. He tried harder to calm himself. It was not easy; in addition to being angry, he was now in pain, and enraged over his sensei’s audacity in launching a sucker punch. 

Woo knelt beside Amit in the grass. The younger man was curled into a comma, his knees drawn high, hand at his side, face blushing red. 

“What were you supposed to be doing when your mother was killed?” 

“I was 6!” 

“You haven’t answered my question. Where were you, when she was being slaughtered? Were you napping? Pissing in your pants like a baby?” 

Amit lashed out at Woo, aiming for his eyes. His fingers were hooks. Woo easily dodged back, simultaneously extending a foot from his kneeling posture and ramming a toe into the back of Amit’s neck. 

“Stop hitting me!” 

“Is it making you angry?” 

Amit rolled hard to the side, then stuck out an elbow. His rolling momentum tossed him up onto it, his side off the ground, and at the same moment he shoved with his legs and tossed himself backward. A half second later, he was up on his feet. 

“You are going to fight me?” Woo sounded amused.

“If you fight me, I will fight you back.” 

The red fog was in Amit’s eyes as if the world had bled. His ears were filled with white noise, his face was twisted in rage. He ran through a seconds-long mental check, telling his muscles to firm and stand ready. He was a weapon. He’d been trained as a weapon. He needed only a target, and his mind zoomed in on the closest one. Woo wanted him merciless? Fine. He could do that. 

“I am not fighting you. I am embarrassing you. I am showing your weakness.” 

“I am not weak.” 

In one smooth motion, Woo swept the grass with his hand, picked up a small stone, and hurled it at Amit’s head. A shadow monk didn’t throw a stone like a person. Amit’s honed mind watched the rock spin in a spiral; saw the subtle changes in its trajectory. If he let it strike, it would hit with the force of a dulled spear. 

Amit stooped to let the stone fly over his head, then reached up to pluck it from the air. Before he could, his foot was swept out from under him. Woo sat on his chest. The sensei had knocked him down, and pinned Amit’s right leg beneath him. His left leg, relative to where Woo sat, was useless. He could punch Woo with his right hand, but it stopped mattering when the older man moved forward to put his knee against Amit’s windpipe. The knee tipped his chin back, and Amit felt like his neck might snap. He tried rolling his shoulders to relieve the pressure, but Woo’s weight held them firm. 

“I would argue that you are indeed weak.”

“Get off me!” Amit croaked. 

“Is that how you would escape a real attacker? You would yell at me?” 

“You’re cheating!” 

“Oh. I apologize. You are indeed pursuing an effective strategy, accusing me of cheating.” Something cold and unseen pressed against Amit’s throat. It dragged across his skin and was gone. Woo climbed off and Amit looked up to see him sliding a small knife back under his sash, running his finger along the dull edge he’d used, ironically, to make his point. 

“Congratulations. I, as your attacker, have slit your throat. But you have achieved a moral victory in pointing out my inherent lack of fairness.” 

Amit backed away, coming to rest against a large rock in the outer garden. A circle of mixed-gender, blue-robed monks mediated across the green. Farther on, a lone pilgrim walked a stone path with his hands laced before him. He looked over, trying to avoid his sensei’s gaze, and saw something small and silver tinkle into his draped lap. Amit looked down at his mother’s locket, then up to find Woo slowly shaking his head. 

“You are too easy, Amit. Rafi did not steal your locket. I did.”

“Rafi didn’t steal it? But I thought … ” 

“You thought nothing. That is the problem. Rafi was your simplest target. I could have set you against him and had you snap his neck as he slept. And I have no doubt you might try, which is why I conveniently showed up for your training as soon as you’d discovered it. But you couldn’t set it aside, could you? You allowed another’s actions to dictate your state.” 

“If Rafi did not deserve to have his neck broken for taking the locket, he deserved it for many other things. Not just for what he has done to me, but for what he has done to others.”

“So, you are a crusader for justice,” said Woo. “You are taking the role of the enforcer, who will do what is right.” 

“You do not approve?” 

Woo lowered himself and sat cross-legged in the grass. 

“On the contrary. A good monk is able to rise above himself to see what is true and right, and act accordingly. You must always look for what interests the greater good, even if that path is difficult or studded with stones you do not wish to surmount. But ‘following the greater good’ is not what you do. You, Amit, are selfish, and think only of yourself. You think of how you have been wronged, and you react rather than respond. A person hands you an insult, and you rub it into your wounds like salt. Because of this, your training is useless. I hear this constantly from the abbot. He wants you to leave the order, as he has every day since your arrival. He says you do not learn.” 

“I learn plenty!”

Woo shook his head. “You can wield even the heaviest swords in our arsenal and throw weapons with a precision I have never seen. When we spar, when you are engaged, I cannot get a strike past you. Someday soon, you will be able to respond well enough to land strikes of your own. Others — and I can see this myself — have reported that you have a curious way of pre-guessing them. They will feint with a fist and strike with a foot, or feint with a sweep and slash with a dagger. But you are not fooled. You will move to block the true attack almost before your opponent has launched it. Some shadow monks claim you read minds; they can get nothing past you. But it is all useless, because your abilities are a complicated series of armaments that deactivate with a single key. Just like your whore mother.” 

Amit felt hot blood streak into his hands, which struck of their own accord. He started to rise, but Woo’s open palm smacked his face sideways. 

“Or perhaps it’s deactivated with a password,” Woo amended. 

Amit looked down at the silver locket, closed in his palm. His grip was too tight, as if he thought he could crush it into his skin, to take it inside his body. 

“You are lethal and unstoppable when calm. When your ire is raised, you are as simple to defeat as the child you are. It is an unforgivable weakness. I understand why the abbot wishes you gone. Your anger causes fights and disharmony. Your instability makes your skills useless. You have been here for nine years, Amit. What is the abbot to think? What kind of a monk will you make? What does this say about our brotherhood, if we allow someone so undisciplined to pollute our family? A monk’s life is about control. We can slow our heartbeats enough for a Western physician to think us dead, breathe almost imperceptibly even to a person setting a hand on our chests. We can slow our metabolisms and grow fat. We can speed them to thin. We can crush nuts with a finger and thumb. Yet nothing matters if you cannot summon control.

“I have control.” Amit heard his petulance and hated it. “But when Rafi … ” 

“Stop right there. You’ve given Rafi his control. And he does control you, Amit — just not in the passive way you seem to believe. As does Suni. As do I, for that matter. We do not control you by enforcing our will upon you. We control you because you allow it. Because you invite it.” 

Amit sidestepped the trap. 

“If I listen to you, I am being controlled.”

Woo slapped him again. Amit blinked, caught off guard.

”There is a difference between being taught and being controlled. You are free to turn your back on my teachings, and I encourage you to at least consider it. But in the end, I hope that you are smart enough to question, then turn back toward where I would steer you. Because what I say is best — not for me, but for you. Teaching is nourishment. You may turn away, but that would be unwise. By contrast, control is that slap — something I’m doing to you.” 

“Which is what Rafi does to me, when he … ” 

“Rafi can only do what you allow. Just as Rafi surrenders his own control — to you, who tempt him into violating the order of peace, control to the abbot, who infuriates all of the children … even control to Amala.” 

“Amala?” Amit could see the girl in his mind: two years younger and always flinching back whenever he looked over at her, as if afraid of her shadow. Amala was strange, even among the other girls. Just as Woo had his hair in defiance of convention, Amala grew, shaped, and sometimes even painted her fingernails. She was an oddity — a non-presence at most.

“Yes, Amala,” said Woo.

“Amala couldn’t control anyone.” 

“You are 15, correct?” 

Amit nodded. 

“Plenty old enough to know better, then.”

Amit blinked, unable to follow the discussion. As was often the case, Woo was speaking in circles, darting down blind conversational alleys to confuse him. Maybe even that was part of Woo’s control. His words themselves seemed to make little sense. Control was like the slap: something done to him. At the same time, Woo was arguing that Rafi (who apparently controlled Amit) had permission to do what he did. It was a contradiction. Amit could usually follow his teacher’s logic for a while, but ended up with a headache. It was a sly way to win debates — confuse your opponent with riddles until he surrenders in frustration.

“Do you understand?” 

Amit felt like an idiot, with a burning need to save face. 

“Yes,” he lied. “You are saying that I allow Rafi to do what he does. But the comparison does not follow, because I did not allow you to slap me.” 

“Yes. You did. Same as you allow Rafi to insult you. Same as you allow him to raise your temper like a puppeteer at your strings. You are a trained monk. When you are centered, you should be impossible to sneak up on. Yet when you are not, you have no perimeter control whatsoever. You soil your training when your emotions are toyed with. Rafi pokes you because he knows you will react — the attention and twisted breed of respect he demands — and when you allow yourself to give that reaction, you give him control. And when you become confused by my arguments and cannot shake your anger, you give me control. It is all your fault, Amit. The same as it was your fault that you weren’t there when your whore mother’s throat was opened.” 

Without thinking, Amit raised a hand. In slow motion, Woo’s forearm slapped into it, his large hand flattened for a third slap. In the same moment, Amit extended his right leg and speared Woo in the side, causing his sensei to flinch and pull back. The entire strike and counterstrike happened in the space of less than a second. 

Woo rolled back into place, smiling. 

“How did you do that? What did it feel like?” 

“I saw you move. It was simple.”

“How simple?” 

As they sat together on the grass, Amit realized that he felt perfectly calm, like the surface of a glassy pond. It was amazing, how subtle the switch was to flick. He could feel a peaceful almost-smile on his lips, and found that it felt better than his earlier scowl.

“Beyond simple. Obvious. I felt as if I took several cleansing breaths before striking you.” 

“I did not allow you to strike me, Amit. I was prepared. That was impressive.” 

“Didn’t you allow it?” said Amit, smirking.

Woo ignored the smirk. “Did I not make you angry?” 

“I saw your taunt like an offering on a plate. I did not accept it.” 

Woo nodded. “As it should be. Remember, Amit, your anger is like my teaching. You should not dismiss either. There is rage within you, and while the abbot would tell you to meditate until you rise above it, I will not. You must tame your anger. Make it a dangerous animal, able at a moment’s notice to attack on your command. Even the most vicious dog, if properly trained, should never attack its master.”

Amit nodded. Feeling serene, he could pick out the distant noises across the green as he sat in the grass. The breeze was warm, and felt soft on his skin.

“I am in charge,” he repeated.

Woo nodded. “If you can learn that — to retain your rage but to hold it like a weapon, and never use it rashly, but always with forethought and logic — you will be formidable indeed.”














Chapter 13




PRESENT DAY




ALFERO’S SOLDIERS OPENED fire. He knew they’d shoot the windows first: human nature to aim for what’s easily seen. He slammed himself into the open space between the front and back seats as if trying to break it open. He felt the spot on the floor give and heard something crack under the carpet. 

Amit had been testing the spot with his feet while talking to Jason Alfero, feeling the weakness imparted by the hydrofluoric acid he’d squirted on the metal belly when the family went to the mall. A nasty task. Not only had it scarred the parking lot and raised some questions, but he’d been fairly certain that the mixture would burn his face off. It ate through his gloves as he wrapped the frame in soaked cloths. But he’d suffered no burns, and the vehicle’s floor held together well enough until now. Amit wasn’t exactly skilled with automobiles, and he’d given himself a 50/50 chance on accidentally dissolving something essential, leaving the vehicle in pieces when Alfero drove to meet him.  

Above him, Jason Alfero was shredded confetti. His corpse didn’t just bleed; it erupted like a ripe watermelon struck by a sledgehammer. Amit looked up as he crouched on the floor, now using his small knife to finish the job of cutting the Escalade’s carpet, and watched as the gangster’s head burst like a gourd. Something grayish-red landed on the seat where Amit had been sitting, steaming as if pulled from an oven. 

Amit slammed his shoulder into the carpet’s weak spot. 

He had to stay calm, and couldn’t afford to surrender control. He was in charge.  

Perhaps five seconds had passed — an eternity when balled on the floor of a vehicle getting riddled with bullets. The windows had cracked and shattered in the first couple of seconds. Alfero (who hadn’t ducked; apparently, he’d made his peace with death after the ricin scare then again after meeting Amit) was dead in that same interval. The seats pocked and spit stuffing in the second and third seconds. Bullets had begun to rip through the vehicle’s sheet metal doors by the fourth. Amit, who’d lived without TV and movies from the time he’d joined the Sri until meeting Nisha, had binged during his last week in the hotel. While he continued slamming his body into the floor, his calmer mind took a moment to be amused by popular film, and how the cops always hid behind their car doors as if they weren’t as insubstantial to bullets as foil. 

The gunmen had probably never riddled a car with bullets before — few people had, Amit reasoned — but he had to give them credit for not hesitating to ventilate their boss after he’d given permission. They wouldn’t stop firing until their guns were empty, but they’d only work their way toward the floorboards at the end. Of course, a person could ball up and hide. But there were a lot of bullets, and going for body shots — not to mention the shock and awe — was an obvious first step. 

Amit had known that Alfero would come alone. Of course, he would; he’d think he could save his family.  His hypochondriac mind (thank you, Doctor Altieri) would immediately decide he was poisoned and begin manufacturing symptoms — and because a hypochondriac mind always believed the worst, he’d assume that death was seconds away. Even if he knew the facts about ricin poisoning, he’d believe it was possible to die within the first hour. Who knew how much had been sprinkled on that pizza? And what would a man who believed himself dead do to gain the upper hand? He would make things quick, and take the poisoner with him. 

He slammed his shoulder into the deck, now feeling the passage of bullets begin to riffle his robe. He had a moment to wonder if he hadn’t been thorough enough and was trapped, then the weakened metal gave out, and Amit spilled down, headfirst. 

There was plenty of space beneath the massive SUV; it was one of the things he’d made sure of in the mall parking lot before committing himself. He was on his hands and knees but able to crawl sideways, toward the most leeward side relative to the bullets’ bi-directional hail. He didn’t surface from under the wheels, but waited until the bullets stopped, hoping they wouldn’t decide to shoot the tires for fun. 

Gunfire ceased. One of the men called out, as if anyone still able to answer would. As if on cue, a lump of something plopped to the dirt by Amit’s leg. Part of Jason Alfero — possibly an ear. 

Footsteps approached. Amit stayed low. He saw them come, feet first. He’d chosen a relatively low spot to meet Alfero, so they wouldn’t see under the Escalade’s carriage without squatting. He saw boots, then more boots. He looked around as they approached, surely with their weapons still up. He counted four pairs. 

This was the part he expected to improvise. Amit had been fairly certain that Alfero would send men to kill them both, and it had seemed logical that they’d do it with the machine guns he’d seen carried by the guards at the gate. A crime lord like Alfero wouldn’t worry about the police; the police in these parts surely knew to stay back for a while when they heard many gunshots at once. But beyond the car, ambush, and guns he’d known little. 

He rolled and felt Alfero’s gun grind into his hip. Amit didn’t really like to use guns, but right now, it felt like a nice and unexpected bonus. 

Listening to boots crunching gravel, knowing he had seconds before they peeked into the decimated Escalade, Amit planned. 

He had to get away. The men around him were soldiers, not bosses. If he could kill them, fantastic. But it wasn’t necessary, and they would know nothing.

To get away, he’d probably want one of the Escalades. The field to one side was too open, and the wooded thicket too small to offer any real protection. Also, there would soon be more soldiers coming from the house. The logical choice of vehicle was the one upstream, farthest from his current Swiss-cheesed vehicle. It was parked sideways, but he should be able spin it around relatively quickly. But Amit had no idea where the keys would be. They might be in the pocket of one of the men crunching gravel around him.

Amit rolled sideways, toward the road’s bend, in the direction most protected from the men. He flicked the safety off the clunky firearm, hoping he could shoot it straight enough with his limited experience. He crouched, now on his feet, still staying low. 

He couldn’t see their boots, but more gravel crunched, and there was a dry shuffling as at least two of the men approached. 

“Holy shit,” said a deep voice from the front, which meant the speaker was probably talking about Alfero. 

“Jesus.” 

“I don’t see the guy.” 

“He’s right there, fuckhead.” 

“The other guy.” 

“Down … ” 

“Oh, hell.”

Amit didn’t have a lot of practice detecting the tone of voice people used when finding holes in car floors, but that last seemed close enough. He came up, sighted, and blew a golf ball-sized hole in the face of a man peering into the Escalade’s foot well. He wondered what was in the gun, but didn’t have much time to contemplate because the other three heads popped up at once. Amit reminded himself to aim for the body, now backing away on quick feet, and fired. The gun kicked hard, and his shot went wide. He fired twice more, but the kick got worse, and he missed both shots. It gave him the distraction he needed, and as the men backed away and tried spinning with their weapons, he ran, then dove into the tiny thicket’s tall grass.

He wasn’t remotely safe. The men proved it, firing at his disappearance. They would hit him if they swept, so Amit moved fast, ducking and weaving, never staying still. He tucked the gun into his pocket (it was useless, but you never knew) and began to pump his hands and feet, staying low, moving with a cheetah’s grace. He crouched behind a tree, then another. Coming up to the front Escalade, he tried to see keys in the ignition but instead spotted a man still sitting driver side. The Escalade’s engine was still running. 

Amit ran onto the road, rapped his palms hard on the Escalade’s hood, and caused the man inside to jump. Amit took off at top speed, running down the center of the road, keeping the black vehicle between him and the men with the raised guns. 

The Sri trained nearly every physical discipline, running included. The big men behind him were already huffing and puffing. Amit gained distance as he sprinted. 

They could still follow in their cars, which was, of course, the point. 

The road to Alfero’s was mostly deserted, with few access points. Amit was strong and fast, but couldn’t escape on foot: scant places to hide, and too many soldiers on the heels of those he’d left. He needed a ride.

Amit heard the engine behind him, found a blind curve in the road, and moved into the road’s center. He crouched down, making himself small. The Escalade rounded the corner; Amit saw it before it saw him. The headlights pinned him in their middle, a mysterious blue lump on the concrete. The driver slammed on the brakes. The front bumper nearly kissed Amit as he leapt up, planted his palms on the hood, and launched himself through the sunroof. He landed on the driver, and the vehicle swerved. Amit had to admire the driver’s tenacity; it wasn’t easy to steer properly with a monk on your lap, and he was barely losing control. 

 Amit used his legs to snap the driver’s neck. 

The skid was too much, and the now-dead driver hadn’t saved it. The SUV slid sideways, and Amit saw himself headed for a tree. The Escalade had slowed to make the turn so he didn’t strike it hard, but it was hard enough to set off the air bag. The front of the car began to smoke. 

He could hear the other engines behind him. Whether they’d rammed Alfero’s vehicle off the road or found a way around it, Amit didn’t know — but they were coming. 

He used his knife to pop the air bag, then reached over, found the driver’s door blessedly uncrumpled, and opened it. Amit kicked the man to the pavement, then slammed the door. Now it seemed crumpled. It wouldn’t close, and rebounded fully open. 

An engine revved, accelerating through the curve behind him rather than slowing. Because Amit had nobody else to talk to, he leaned out the open door as he slid into the driver’s seat and said to the body below, “Okay. Let us see if this works.” 

He threw the car into reverse and slammed on the gas just as the second Escalade rounded the corner. He struck it, tottering on the edge of balance. It rolled sideways. Amit’s wounded vehicle, now apparently terminal, coughed loudly and stalled behind it. He sprang from the open door, and reached the sideways vehicle before the men inside could find their guns. There were two. He dragged one out, tossed him aside, then held the second man’s head out just far enough that the first man could see as Amit drove a strong fist, with two fingers extended, into the man’s eyes. 

The dead man did not scream; the living one did. 

Amit was running out of time. He could hear the third Escalade, now maybe 30 or 40 seconds away. He could make out the distinct, distant sounds of more engines farther away, up at the house. He had to flee, and had ruined two vehicles. 

Amit looked up the road, and saw the third SUV screaming forward. He untied his sash, pulled off his robe, yanked the screaming man to his feet, and hurriedly draped the robe around him. He tied the sash around the man’s middle, and held out a fist with two fingers extended. “Run.”  

The man did, sprinting from the naked killer monk as fast as he could. Amit watched him go, now wearing only a saffron sash like a giant belt. The SUV screamed around the corner, spotted the wreck, and continued after the man in the blue robe. The runner turned and tried to wave, but the SUV had already floored it. It struck him hard, one-two concussing him into the grill, then the concrete. Amit heard the man’s skull crack, then watched as the Escalade rolled over his body. Squealing brakes, then the sole man in the final car — the sixth must have run back to the house or remained by the dead boss — bolted out of the car and back toward the robe-clad body. He stood over it for a long moment, something apparently not clicking. The body was wearing the monk’s blue robe, but he had hair. 

“I would like to try this again.” 

Amit spoke from behind him, silhouetted by the car’s headlights. He was aiming the gun, which he’d tucked into his belted sash after swapping his robe, at the last guard. He aimed for the man’s body — low, to compensate for the kick — and squeezed the trigger. Alas, it kicked again, and his compensation was inadequate. The bullet failed to strike the man in his torso, tore through his forehead instead. A surprisingly large spray of something red flew from the back of his head (what kind of bullets were in this gun?) and slapped his husk on the ground. 

Amit looked at the gun as if it had offended him, frustrated. He pulled his gore-streaked robe from the corpse in the road, sloughed it on with a wince at its warm wetness, and re-belted his sash. He wanted to toss the gun, but instead he threw it into the running Escalade as he approached. He wasn’t a man who easily surrendered when learning new skills.

He got in, tucked his sash under his legs, and drove off before the sirens and flashing lights arrived.














Chapter 14




AMIT SAT ON A ROCK very much like the one where he’d sat prior to pursuing the last boss, attempting to figure out how he could go after the next one. 

He was miles distant, checked out of his hotel, a small pack of belongings at his side. He was a man without need of the home he did not have. He could sleep in nature if needed, even cold. He didn’t want to, though, so as long as he had means to stay somewhere, he would. For now, he had only his small bag and his rock. 

Amit had changed into his last remaining robe. After ditching the SUV and returning to this place, he spent two hours in meditation, wanting to make sure he was still on the right side of karma. His rage — concealed, as if in a box inside his mind — argued that he was doing the right thing. Another part (this was almost conscience, though it may have been conditioning) wondered if he was being indulgent. 

Was Alfero lying? Amit had lived in a monastery for most of his life, whereas Jason Alfero had lived a life of crime. Amit had constantly honed his connection to the universal mind; Alfero had spit in its eye. Revenge was indulgent, and could drive a person insane, down a spiral with no way to win. But Amit was also righting wrongs — not just his own or those committed against Nisha, but those repeatedly committed by the organization employing both the Right Hand and Alfero. And those two were low on the vine; there were larger branches that led to a system of roots, a beating heart. Every day, that organization committed theft, fraud, extortion, murder. He’d learned a lot about Jason Alfero during the past week beyond his predilection for fretting over his health and the day he ordered his weekly pizza. By extension, Amit had learned a lot about the people that Alfero worked for and with, and what they did. 

He’d seen what they’d done firsthand. But was this about Nisha? Was this about the others? Or was this about Amit? 

It didn’t matter. He’d begun, and now must finish. This was the same discussion he’d had with Woo over and over. The Sri were precisely trained, deliberately honed killing machines. Sure, training the body trained the mind. Sure, learning to fight prepared one to appreciate peace. And sure, preparing to deal death gave the monks a profound understanding of and appreciation for life. But why were they not allowed to use what they had? There were many in the world who killed and raped and stole, and those people used the muscle and the might they had for wrong. Why was it inappropriate that the stronger arm representing the righteous should swing for the correct causes? 

Follow the money. 

He heard the boss’ voice in his head as if the man was sitting beside him, rather than in many pieces at the morgue, or in a bucket. Alfero had been with him for much of this meditation, as Amit contemplated the nature of his deeds, focused on his breathing, and dipped his spirit into an inner river of purity to transcend his karma, and wash himself clean. The man was with him as was Nisha, Amit’s mother, and the whole of the unmanifested world. This was the field of all possibilities, where anything could become real through thought. Amit’s vengeance was real. And those who’d wronged him had ceased to exist, one by one. 

Follow the money, and follow the virgins. 

If he’d not controlled his anger, that sentence would have outright infuriated him. Nisha’s life was stolen by this man’s organization, and he disrespected the dead. Most of the shadow monks took chastity vows — not required, but often opted for — and he himself had never known a woman’s touch. That might have changed, had the Right Hand’s goons not interfered. Amit had never taken a vow, but he’d lived in a spiritual community since he was 6. Before their hormones had risen, children spent years mastering ways to subdue them. The Sri weren’t opposed to congress, but it was never entered into lightly, or with excess emotion to cloud their logic. Amit was heretic enough for being with Nisha as much as he had been. It wouldn’t have been any worse had they completed their union. 

Follow the virgins.

The voice behind Amit’s eyelids was persistent, almost mocking. Amit felt himself wanting to clutch his anger, but let it dissipate in what his mindspace saw as a trail of fine red mist. The feeling was like venting air from a balloon. Amit felt his heart, which had wanted to accelerate, slow down. It once again became the pulse of the void. He heard nothing; he heard everything. Chaos sifted into neat boxes inside his mind, like dropping papers into a file. 

That’s what Alfero’s organization had done, after all: followed the virgins. Nisha had done something wrong. They made her vanish. Without knowing, they’d followed Amit. In turn, he’d followed them. 

It was still a strange thing to say. Yes, Amit could twist the dead man’s meaning in his mind until it almost made sense, but in the moment it hadn’t been a logical way to phrase things. “Following the money” was sensible. Almost a hint, as if Jason Alfero, who had seemed to respect his killer and understand his quest, wanted to tip him. There is honor among thieves, he had said. He couldn’t give up his boss, but almost sounded like he wanted to. 

Amit imagined himself in Alfero’s shoes. He’d fallen into crime, discovered its ridiculous pay scale, lived the life, and almost seemed to regret it. Not enough to leave; he’d been quite comfortable. It all seemed fatalistic, as if this were Alfero’s lot in life. Did he believe it was his purpose in life to steal and murder and kill? 

Or was it his penance? Did he believe he was being punished? That the worst the universe could imagine for him was setting him up to enjoy something awful?

Amit’s head hurt to ponder the twisted logic. Thoughts of Alfero floated away, then returned — an echo rather than the man. He couldn’t slide into the man’s experience and think as he’d thought. He had to surmise, and replay his words as if they held clues. If they didn’t, he was stuck. 

Follow the money. 

It was a hint — a way for him to help Amit without actually helping, to understand the assassin while disdaining him. A way to protect those above him while pointing a finger.

Following the money meant determining the financial incentive for killing Nisha. Or did it? She had nothing so far as he knew, and it was hard to imagine that the dark-eyed, pretty girl he’d found in a pool of her own blood was any sort of jackpot linchpin. 

Follow the money. 

Follow the virgins. 

Blood. And money. 

Something clicked. 

That’s what it was all about: the money. The truest chain of consequence didn’t lead from boss to boss to boss, but rather from dollar to dollar. Anyone could follow money as it was earned and later spent. If Amit could flip that, and see where the dollars came from, he could climb the ladder without knowing the boss. 

It had been a hint. Money was the blood of any organization. They could hide every head, but in the end they could never hide every cent. Cash had to flow, to circulate from place to place. Without the money, the organization would be as dead as Nisha without her blood. 

Follow the virgins.

And that smirk.

Money. Virgins. Money. Virgins. 

And blood. 

Amit’s eyes opened, knowing where to go.














Chapter 15




THE BORED-LOOKING WOMAN BEHIND the small faux-wooden desk rolled her eyes up at Amit. She was filing her nails, not bothering to lift her chin. 

“You have the wrong office.” 

Amit shook his head, then smiled broadly. “I do not.”

“Look. There’s nothing on the schedule. Mr. Bradley is on a call right now.” 

“You must interrupt him long enough for me to move in my cloths and brushes.” He wanted to wince but wouldn’t allow himself. Amit had never painted anything, and had no idea how it was done. He knew that painters used brushes, but was fairly sure they didn’t paint entire large rooms with them. When he’d picked up the paper hat, the basic inoffensive clothing, and the drop cloth at the Home Depot in the strip center across from the office, he’d seen long tubes covered in fuzz. He thought they might be used to apply paint and had meant to ask, but the clerk was on the phone, like Mr. Bradley.

The woman didn’t look up. “Sorry.” 

“It is okay.” Amit smiled at the top of her head. He waited. After 30 seconds she finally looked up. 

“Look, if you want to wait, you can wait. But he’ll be a while. He’s on with Hong Kong.” 

“Is he talking to Andy?” Amit knew many Chinese students who had taken American names to ease international communication, and when teachers asked the students to choose their American names, it was done via an alphabetical list. As a result, a disproportionate number chose Andy. 

“You can sit over there,” said the woman, pointing. She put the nail file down and began playing some sort of a game on her computer. 

Amit sat. He’d put a paper suit on over his inoffensive painter’s clothes (a pair of pants with many pockets and a T-shirt bearing an advertisement for a beer company) and as he wedged himself into one of several padded chairs, the suit rustled. He reached up and adjusted his hat. He assumed the hat was paper to make it disposable, and wondered if he should conduct the rest of his business in Nisha’s name wearing a similar suit. He couldn’t move as quietly as he could in his robe, but he only had three robes and had soiled two already. This would make for a good solution, lest the police pick him up as “that bloody monk.” 

Amit watched the receptionist. She lost her computer game and picked up a mug, tipping it to her pink lips and leaving a large mark. The mark was too large for so late in the day, as if she had just refreshed her lipstick and glommed it on too heavily. 

The woman turned to look at Amit. He was motionless in his chair, legs straight, arms in his lap with a single brush in his hand. A gallon of paint sat between his new workman’s shoes. 

Amit smiled. 

The woman’s eyes dropped to his lap, then widened. He saw her look and followed it: His entire right hand was covered in dried blood. He marveled at the oversight. He’d changed twice, had driven how many miles, and meditated for hours. He’d gone shopping, even. No wonder the people at Home Depot stared.

He looked back up at the woman. Her face had moved from perplexity to horror. 

“I had to stir a can of paint with my hand,” Amit explained. He chuckled, searching for an appropriately rube name. “Barney forgot his stirring device.” 

“There’s … chunks in it.”

Amit looked down. He saw what was probably part of a cornea on the back of his palm. It was the sort of thing that should have flaked off, but the blood held it in place. There seemed to be some iris in it. In a way, it was as if his hand were looking up in suspicion. 

“Oh, that Barney.” Amit brushed at the back of his hand. The bit of eye flaked away and rolled under a table supporting a fake plant and copies of People magazine piled atop a mountain of Us Weekly. There were men and women on the cover who were apparently very important but whom Amit didn’t recognize. When the receptionist didn’t stop staring, he pulled an Us Weekly from the bottom and began to leaf through it. 

“I see that Justin Bieber was spotted walking his monkey.” 

The receptionist stood, then knocked on the door to Mr. Bradley’s inner office. There was nothing, then a barked command that Amit didn’t catch. He watched the woman, thinking that things could end poorly. He wasn’t going to kill her, yet she was doing an excellent impersonation of a star witness. There were also the people in the park the other day, when he’d been milling among parkgoers while wearing too much blood. The red was starting to give him away. It was a good thing Amit was as good at disappearing as he was at fighting, and that no official records existed about him, anywhere. 

“What?” came an irritated noise from inside the office.

The woman knocked again, shooting glances at Amit. 

The door opened a sliver. The woman almost knocked on his face. 

“What the hell is it, Mary?” 

“Your painters are here.” She looked over, failing to note that there was only one, to explain why the painter had stirred “paint” with his hand, or why he Mr. Bradley had to know about this right now.

“I don’t have any painters coming.” 

“This man right here.” Mary pointed at Amit with a j’accuse finger, elbow rigid like her shoulder.

Bradley was an unassuming man with thinning blond hair and roundish wire-rimmed spectacles. He turned his gaze on Amit. “You’ve got the wrong place, buddy.” 

Amit smiled pleasantly. “I do not believe so.” 

Bradley looked at Amit, annoyed, then gave a more reprimanding glance to the receptionist. He closed the door. 

“He does not remember,” said Amit. 

“Your last job was a red room?” Mary looked down at his hand. 

“Yes. It took me a very long time to find it. You would not believe the misadventure.” He chuckled again, trying to tone down his baseline mirth. He’d never quite gotten used to mainstream America. The entire population was skeptical and pessimistic, and no one was terribly comfortable with happy people like Amit. He made his chuckle somewhat condescending, silently apologizing to the mythical Barney for his assigned blame. 

“It was Barney’s fault. The room was supposed to be orange, as it turned out. After I stirred the paint, he told me this. He looked at my hand and said, ‘That is not the right color. You have made a mistake.’ I left.” Amit paused, then added, “Thank God it’s Friday.” 

This must have registered with Mary, because some fear left her face. Yes, his hand was an unmistakable shade of chunky crimson. Yes, the spatter, now that he looked at it, ran up his wrist. No, it did not in any way look like something that could happen from stirring. But his smile was pleasant, and his tone was friendly. If Mary was anything like the other mainstream Americans he’d met, she’d have a strong desire to believe that things were more or less okay and could therefore be ignored. 

Little by little, an uncertain smile crawled onto her face. “I think you’re in the wrong office.” 

“Perhaps I am.” Amit sighed. “It wouldn’t be the first time, thanks to Barney.” Another unassuming smile. “Would you have something I could drink, before I head out and chastise him?” 

“Oh, sure.” She turned and walked into a small kitchenette. Amit followed, then closed the door and jammed a screwdriver into the space between the door and the jamb, effectively wedging it shut. She was back a moment later, knocking. She pounded, asking if he could hear her. He replied that he could, because it seemed polite.

He walked back past the reception area and into Bradley’s office. Bradley turned at once. He was wearing a headset and pacing his office, making hand gestures, saying something that Amit couldn’t catch about dollars and yen. He had both sleeves of his white dress shirt rolled up, exposing forearms full of fine blond hairs. 

“What the hell?” 

“You should hang up.”

Bradley moved the mic from his mouth. “I didn’t call any painters. You have the wrong place.”

Amit sat in a comfortable-looking, black-frame chair opposite Bradley’s desk, facing his empty rolling chair and the back of his computer. The desk had a paperweight — a bronze golf ball atop a tee, with a clear plastic base — a Cross pen set, a desk blotter, a calculator with a spool at the top, and a framed photo with Bradley and someone famous, though Amit couldn’t have said who it was. 

Bradley was staring, actively agitated. Amit could hear someone blabbering in alternating English and Mandarin — tinny and canned from the headset. 

“I have just come from seeing Jason Alfero. If he has not called you, it is because he is dead.” Amit held up his hand. “This is not his blood, but part of one of his bodyguard’s eyes is under your ficus.” 

“Mary let you in?” 

“Mary is locked in the kitchen. I do not know if you share the kitchen or if anyone will hear her yelling, but we should move quickly. I grow impatient once other parties become involved.” 

Very distinctly, Amit heard a tiny, high-pitched voice say, “Meestah Bradley?” 

Bradley pushed something on the headset. The voice vanished, and he took it off. 

“Who are you?”  

“I am the man who has thinned your client base. Or rather, the man who has shuffled those who may contact you. I am not sure if you know a Telford Hayes, but he will not be contacting you either. He is currently in a refrigerated drawer, in need of a mortician’s cosmetic magic.” 

“I don’t know those people.” 

“I think you do. Please.” Amit indicated the rolling office chair. “Have a seat.” 

Bradley walked, zombielike, toward the chair and sat. Through two locked doors and down a short hallway, Amit heard Mary pounding on the kitchenette door. This was a big building with many floors and offices. The accounting firm of Burkin, Bradley, and Oakes occupied six floors. It was distinctly possible that someone would hear her — possibly even one floor up or down — and come running. It was also possible that she’d be unheard or ignored, given the building’s bustle and noise, and the fact that the partners had sizable office suites with walls that might be soundproofed. Amit had no idea. He figured the chances of interruption were 50/50. He could cross the interruption bridge if and when they reached it.  

“Are you serious about Alfero?” 

Amit nodded. “Yes. He took many bullets. He thought he’d been poisoned. It was terrible.” 

“And you killed him?” 

“Actually, no. His men did it.” 

“Why come here? Mr. Alfero’s company was a client, but it’s not like … ” 

“I need to know about his organization’s holdings,” Amit interrupted. “Specifically, I need to know where their bank accounts are held.” 

“I can’t tell you that. Obviously. NutriBev’s accounts are a matter of … ” 

“Not that organization’s holdings. I mean the company that isn’t a front. The organization that’s behind the shams you establish to hide their dirty money.” 

Bradley half stood, anger swallowing paralysis. “Now, wait a goddamned minute. I don’t know who you are, but if you think you can come in here and … ” 

Bradley’s hand was on his phone, preparing to pick it up. Before he could, Amit’s hand was over his, squeezing. It was his non-bloody, weaker hand. Shadow monks were very strong but looked lithe. Their hands were no exception. Not many people trained their hand muscles, so a little strength went a long way. And a lot of crushing power — say, the sort that came from daily exercises over the course of decades, went much further. 

“You don’t need to call anyone.”

“We’re just accountants! If they were up to something, we wouldn’t kn … ” 

Amit squeezed harder, pinching Bradley’s hand between his hand and the phone. Under Bradley’s palm, the handset’s plastic casing cracked loudly. 

“I entered your office, sat down, and announced that I killed your clients. You asked me if it was true. Most accountants — those unaccustomed to hearing about murder, say — would react differently.” 

“You’re hurting my hand!” 

Amit chuckled. “Now you sound like Mr. Hayes. Did you know that his right hand is quite ordinary? I’m sorry. Was quite ordinary.” Beneath Bradley’s palm, plastic continued to crack. He let go. Slowly, Bradley let go, too. His hand didn’t seem to be broken (just mildly lacerated). The phone wasn’t so lucky. It bulged wires, and despite being on a hook, Amit heard a dial tone.

“Please, do not call for help. No one has come for your receptionist, and interruption will annoy me.”

Bradley sat heavily. 

“Now. We must discuss bank accounts.” 

“Which bank accounts?” 

“For the company that Mr. Alfero worked for. Not his water company. The other one, that actually made the money.” 

Bradley shook his head. “I don’t have that information.” 

Amit chuckled. “Oh, I do not want to hear you say that.” He began to stand. In reality, he had no desire to hurt Bradley. He worked for scumbags, but at root was only an accountant. With the help of some nice college students, Amit had looked into the roster. The firm was immense, and paid accountants worldwide. Amit had no desire to behead the company for the actions of one client paying many bills. They were guilty by association, but not guilty enough, in Amit’s karmically educated estimation, to kill for. But he needed this information, and lucky Bradley was the only one who might have it. 

The accountant briskly waved, then winced as something in his right hand seemed to twinge. “Wait! You don’t know how this works! It’s not that simple. If it were, anyone could pull our files and unravel it all. If we were working for a company that was doing something untoward — which I’m not at all saying — then it would be like a puzzle. Do you understand? Someone makes a puzzle, breaks the puzzle apart, then burns the box top that shows you the map of how it’s supposed to look together. Nobody has … nobody would have it all! Not me, not anybody!” 

“How can you not know?” Amit tapped a piece of letterhead on Bradley’s blotter. “Your name is on the sign. Your name was on the paperwork I found in the late Mr. Alfero’s office, when I visited earlier.” 

“We have hundreds of corporate clients! I can’t know the details of every one!” Something like pride or possibly condescension entered his expression. “People think accounting is just a spreadsheet here or there. But what do you do when you have multiple corporate entities, an umbrella — and under those, multiple divisions, all with depreciating assets, many with non-calendar fiscal year-ends, crossing multiple global currencies, most of which … ” 

“Who would know?” 

“They would know. The client would know. Not us. They give us figures, and we crunch them. Look, I won’t insult your intelligence. NutriBev I could tell you about. I can show you what goes in and what comes out. A lot of cash sales, like through vending machines, and it’s way, way more than you’d expect in a normal distribution arrangement. If you look in their warehouses, you might find non-matching inventory, and that they seem to be selling more product than they’re producing. I’m not saying they’re doing anything wrong, but you might think they are, and the IRS might agree, but we can only work with what they give us. Even if I showed you that, that’s just one company. If … if! … NutriBev is… let’s say ‘affiliated’ with other organizations, we wouldn’t have that at our fingers. There are lawyers. Corporations that hold corporations. It’s impossibly complex.” 

“Fine.” Amit nodded. “Then show me Alfero’s company.” 

Bradley hit some keys on his computer, then rotated his number-filled screen to Amit.  

“What am I looking at?” 

“Gross profit, Q3, across … ” 

“Banks.” Amit rotated the monitor back. “Tell me about his banks.” 

“Jonestown Savings.” 

Amit thought. He wasn’t much of a city or even a suburban guy, but had seen several Jonestown Savings in town. It wasn’t what he wanted. It wasn’t what he was here to find — what either Alfero or the universe had been trying to whisper during his meditation. 

“No,” said Amit. 

“No?”

“What about the larger organization?” 

“What about the larger organization?” 

Amit lightly laughed at the situation’s simple humor. “If you are simply going to repeat my questions, your poor phone may never survive.”

Bradley looked at the shattered phone. An operator’s canned voice was telling him that the time allotted for him to dial had been exceeded. He rubbed his right hand with his left. 

“I told you, I can’t tell you about the organization as a whole! Even if they wouldn’t kill me — which they would — I don’t know.”

“I think you can search your system for banks. I understand that computers can do amazing things.” 

The accountant met Amit’s eye, then bit his lower lip. “You’re looking for something specific. If you’ll just tell me, this will be easier.” 

Follow the money. 

Follow the virgins. 

“I need to know if any of the companies Mr. Alfero was working with had accounts in the Virgin Islands.” 

“Many of our clients have accounts there.” 

“Then finding out should be simple.” 

Bradley hit some buttons and clicked around on his computer. It took a few minutes, and Amit used those quiet moments to reflect on the moment’s perfection. Most people found perfection and serenity in natural, ethereal settings: beaches, mountaintops, even quiet fields. A monk, used to days in internal reflection, could find them anywhere. The office, though closed in with its artificial air, was high in the sky, like flying with the birds. There was a small ticking from a clock on Bradley’s desk, and Amit felt the rhythm counterpointing the slower beat of his heart. His body felt good; his lungs felt good; his eyes and head felt clear and vivid. He was an island within the room, within his larger chaotic surroundings. A tiny smile passed his lips. 

When Bradley was done with the computer, he looked up, saw Amit’s inscrutable smile, then did a slow double-take. He looked as if he might ask what was so funny, then decided not to. 

“NutriBev doesn’t have an account.” 

“Who does?” 

Bradley tapped the keyboard, then licked his lips. He seemed to be weighing a decision. 

“Look, you have to understand — we just do a job here. We work at computers, getting numbers to work. We file paperwork. We eat at noon.” 

“Interesting. Perhaps I will consider a job in number pushing if I ever change careers.” 

“I’m just saying … yes, I suppose we have some clients whose dealings aren’t entirely savory. We hear things. We’re asked to make certain piles of cash make sense. But we don’t ride on yachts or have a backroom filled with poker tables and women for sale. Whatever they do, that’s their business. To us, they’re clients.” 

“Clients who obtain what they have through theft and murder.”

“Says you.” 

“And clients for whom you do illegal things, like hiding their money.” 

“Creative license.” 

“You are complicit.” 

“If we have falsified books — which I am not saying we’ve done — it’s not the same as committing crimes.” 

“I am not a lawyer, so forgive me, but isn’t tax fraud a crime?”

“They’d pay the taxes if that was all there was to it. They hide for reasons of privacy. And that’s what the Virgin Islands accounts understand: privacy. They don’t pry into their customers’ businesses. They do their jobs and hold the money, same as we do by shuffling it around.”

“I see,” said Amit, standing. Bradley, though he’d moved into a more righteous position, took a step back. “You are concerned that your clients come to you for help hiding the activities that are their business and only their business. I am asking you to betray that privacy. If this is a stand for liberty, in the spirit of America and its freedoms, I can respect that. Unfortunately, your ideals still stand in my way.”

Bradley puffed his chest and said, “You won’t hurt me,” but then rubbed his hand again, because Amit already had. 

“I understand.” 

Amit walked around Bradley’s desk, carefully keeping himself between the accountant and the locked office door. Surprisingly, no one had come to bother them. Mary had stopped banging, perhaps sensing the futility.  

Amit tapped on Bradley’s keyboard for a few moments, watched the numbers change, then shoved the keyboard toward the other man. “Use your machine to search for Telford Hayes crime scene photos. There was press.” 

Reluctantly, Bradley did. He gasped. 

Amit touched the screen, pointing to a pool of blood. 

“That is my footprint. It was quite the error. I had to stop and wipe it off.” He pulled off his shoe and held up his bare feet. On the sole was a deep, dark stain. “For some reason, blood really stains the bottoms of feet. Probably why most people do not walk in it.” He held up his hand. “I have confidence that this will wash off, but it will probably still stain the wrinkles in my knuckles for a few days. Some of it isn’t just blood, you see. How far do you have to push your fingers into a man’s eyes before you hit brain? Or do you hit brain? Do you just tap the backs of his eye sockets?” Amit chuckled. “I am having trouble remembering if skulls have holes or just indentations. Perhaps you could look up some more photos for me. Or remove your glasses.” 

Bradley’s hand went to his eyes. 

“I am joking.” Amit laughed. “I can go through your glasses.”

Bradley swallowed. He stumbled backward a few paces, finally collapsing into a chair set against his large window. He looked back up at Amit, almost lost, about to surrender. 

“What am I supposed to do? If I don’t tell you anything, you’ll kill me. If I do, they’ll kill me.” 

“If you tell me but they never find out, you will be fine. You should do that.” 

“They’ll find out.” 

“It’s a possibility. But I am already here. If your dangerous employers knew that, they would assume the worst, no matter whether you said anything or not. So, instead of asking whether you should tell me what I want to know, ask yourself how you can conceal my visit. Logically, concealment becomes harder the longer I am here and the more injured you are tomorrow.” 

The accountant looked down at his own hand — hurt but not visibly marred, save a few cuts on the palm — and weighed his options.

“What about Mary?” 

“She is a lovely woman.”

“I mean, she obviously knows you were here. Same with anyone else you passed on your way in.” 

“You should have a discussion with Mary when I am gone. I do not mean to presume to tell you your business, but I hear that money is soothing to fear and worry. No one looked at me when I came in, other than the briefest of glances.” They hadn’t, either. He’d been another workman, heading to somewhere that didn’t matter to them. 

“Okay.” He nodded. “Dynamex Distribution. They handle worldwide distribution for NutriBev and a few other clients’ organizations that are probably connected in ways I can’t see, but can imagine. I don’t know for sure that Dynamex is the organization you’re looking for, but if I had to guess, I’d say it is. I’ve never worked directly on their files, but I’ve heard them mentioned by others. The sheet I just pulled shows a large percentage of cash sales, and large sums through a subsidiary that, based on other files here, I don’t think is actually doing that much business legitimately.” 

“And this Dynamex has a bank account in the Virgin Islands?” 

Bradley nodded. “A big one.” 

“Thank you.” Amit bowed. “Now. If you could just tell me the bank’s name and where to find it, I will be on my way.”

Bradley did.

Amit left the office. 

On the way out, through the closed door to the kitchenette, he shouted to Mary that he no longer required anything to drink, but thanked her anyway.














Chapter 16




SIX YEARS AGO




THE KING cobra was nearly 20 feet long, and by the time Amit was circling behind it, the snake stood at Amala’s full height, hood flared. Amit had never seen one this close. He knew they were large, but seeing one in life sharpened that in a way nothing else could. It was one thing to understand the concept of “large snake,” and another to see it slither in the flesh. It almost looked fake, like a parody, too large and terrifying to be real.

“Amit?” Amala wasn’t moving a muscle, not even her eyes. Her chestnut hair — a trait that seemed to suggest a Caucasian or two in her lineage — caught the sunlight, and a large dark birthmark on her neck stood out like a blood stain, as if already bitten and bleeding. She was 17 and had been with the Sri her entire life. She had the same physical and muscular control that they all had — but as the snake hissed and swayed erect before her, Amala became like the shy girl Amit had first met. She had grown more confident as she’d matured, and could be as deadly as Amit if she were ever let off of her ethically restricted leash. None of that showed now, and Amit couldn’t blame her. 

It wasn’t easy to sneak up on a snake, even for a monk. He didn’t want to startle it and cause an attack on Amala, nor did Amit wish to get bitten himself. He knew little about snakes (they didn’t usually get them in the monastery — even the smaller ones), and didn’t know if they were spiteful. Did the thing want to attack her because she’d startled it near its nest? Or would it be happy to let her go if she backed away? If he could draw it toward himself, would their positions reverse, with him facing a 6-foot-tall hooded snake and Amala unable to help? 

The ground beneath him became like a puzzle. He took precise steps, not stepping on so much as a dead leaf. He didn’t want to rustle the grass. He didn’t want the snake to hear his breathing, if the creatures could hear such things. How well could they smell? Could the snake smell him? Amit remembered that they “smelled” with their tongues, but didn’t know if his scent was offensive and had approached downwind to be sure. 

Once close enough, straddling the snake’s gigantic tail (between its head and nest, Amit realized with a start), he leapt and grabbed it by its huge, broad head. The snake was impossibly strong. It thrashed and buckled as Amala turned to run at his shouted command. At first, it looked as if Amit might lose control, but then he remembered that control could be surrendered, but never lost.

He rolled with the snake, allowing it to win. Behind it, he used its own momentum to slam its slithering body to the ground. Realizing he was actually knocking into the monster’s eggs, Amit whipped one hand to the side, found a rock he’d spotted earlier, and bashed its head to paste. Once finished, he realized that a part of him had been angry at the snake. The rage had retreated before he could fully see it, and Amit wondered if Woo would be proud. 

He found Amala at the edge of a clearing, exhaling as she saw him. She ran a hand across her neck in a nervous twitch. Her birthmark no longer looked like blood. It was over, and in contrast to Amala’s nervous manner, Amit’s heart rate had already returned to its usual calm. 

“Did you lead it away?” 

“Of course not,” Amit said. “You saw its nest.” 

“How did you get away?” 

They had already started walking back toward the compound; Amit was reminding himself never to go exploring outside again. He stopped, and she stopped with him. 

“Amala. I killed it. With a rock.” 

“You killed it?” 

“Of course, I killed it. It almost killed you.” 

“You killed it?” she repeated, horror warping her features. 

Amit shook his head. This was why he hadn’t wanted a pairing with Amala. She was irritating. There were plenty of others who could have come out searching for wild mushrooms with him, and countless others who could have gone with her. Amit didn’t dislike Amala, but he was never comfortable with her. She was a lot like Woo — so much that they could be father and daughter, really — but whereas Woo’s oddity seemed charming, Amala’s was strange. Woo grew hair, and it made him look distinguished. Amala’s quirk was her fingernails. Instead of making her seem unique and distinguished, the long, ornate nails made her seem odd. What monk did something so vain? 

“Would you rather I let it kill you?” 

“I could have backed away. You could have thrown something to distract it.” 

“You were not doing a good job of backing away. But perhaps I should have let you.” 

“Perhaps you should have!” 

Amit resumed walking. She was right behind him. 

“Your vows, Amit! We do no harm!” 

“It was going to kill you, Amala.” 

“You don’t know that!” 

“You walked right up on its nest.” Amit trudged faster. “And besides, did you want that thing outside our gates? What about when those eggs hatched?” 

Amit heard a gasp and knew that she’d just put one of those long-nailed hands in front of her mouth. “What did you do with the nest?” 

“I solved the problem.”  

“You smashed the eggs?” 

“Would you like to go back and look?” 

She walked faster to catch up. A satchel bounced at her side, stuffed with the wild mushrooms they’d gathered before their interruption. 

“You can’t kill living things, Amit!” 

Amit sighed, shoving anger deep inside him. Control. He’d controlled himself when fighting the snake, but it was harder to exercise that same control against a yammering girl. 

They were approaching the gate. Amit walked through it, making no attempt to hold the door for Amala. He centered on the dining hall. There was no way to fight. Unlike with the cobra, his best bet was to run. 

“Do you hear me?” 

He turned. An internal cork popped with a sound of resignation. His scalp flushed. “Yes, I hear you fine. You do not think it was acceptable to trade the snake’s life for yours or mine. That is the Sri’s problem: We are ruled by ritualism. We make no logical sense. We do not live on the spirit plane yet, and I am not eager to go there. I have things to do before I die.” Unbidden, a small voice added, and scores to settle.

“You would question the elders’ teachings?” Amala’s brown eyes were wide with disbelief.

“Yes,” Amit snapped, already hearing Woo chastising him for giving Amala control over his emotions. “I would question them. We live up here because we think we know better, do we not? That we are closer to spirit? That we understand truths that the non-initiated do not? But what is our order other than an amassed gathering of arbitrary rules? We train ceaselessly so that we may never fight. We do not eat meat because we believe it is wrong to kill, no matter the circumstance. If I were to suggest that meat might nourish us, the elders would tell me that even if it were true, we should not subjugate the needs of others to our own. We behave as if we are performing extreme acts of contrition and sacrifice, while training to kill. Do not deny that is what it is. We are not merely practicing movements. Why do we learn deadly pressure point techniques if we are to never deal death? I killed a snake, and that is beyond your understanding. Would the Sri feel the same way if we were invaded by those who sought to kill us? Would death then be justified?”

They were in the commons, adjacent to the main dormitory. Amit felt his face flushing red. Thanks to his shaved head, his entire scalp would also be red. But he couldn’t help his anger. No one had honored any such rules when they’d ended his mother’s life. If Amit encountered her killer, he did not believe he could be as kind as the abbot would expect him to be. No matter what the Sri said, Amit questioned the idea that those who killed (or would kill) deserved to live. 

Before Amala could respond, there was a flurry of voices at their sides. Several elders emerged from the dining hall. Amit spotted the abbot, but it was impossible to miss another among them: Woo, with his silver-white hair. The group was talking among themselves in an argumentative tone. They ceased speaking when they saw the pair of teenagers watching. 

“Amit … ” Woo looked almost caught for a second, then his features found composure. 

Amit nodded slightly, waiting. The abbot was watching with an expression filled with challenge, as if daring Amit to say the wrong thing. For the scantest of moments, Amit wondered if the abbot had overheard his sacrilegious rant, but there was no way he could have. He caught Amala’s expression from the corner of his eyes and realized that her shocked look was as good a confession as any. 

Suni looked as if he might ask what was going on between Amit and Amala, but before he could, Woo shouldered away from the elders and came to stand in front of Amit. Amala remained where she was, now at Woo’s right shoulder. 

“Amit,” he glanced at Amala, who had re-gained her neutral expression, “how is your control these days?” 

The question unseated his control. Amit had expected the abbot to yell, or for Woo to order him inside; he’d expected questions about their interrupted conversation. Instead, it sounded like he was going to get a lesson. 

“It is fine,” Amit answered. 

“Is your attack dog on a leash?” Woo’s eyes darted to Amala as if wondering whether he should continue. “Are you keeping it close to assist you, but always remaining firmly in command?” 

“Yes, Sensei.”

“Good. Because I will be leaving you.” He glanced back at the elders. Their expressions betrayed far more disapproval than they normally showed — more disapproval than Zen monks were supposed to feel. Thoughts of hypocrisy swirled in Amit’s head, but all were trumped by the shock of Woo’s words.

“Leaving? You are going on a trip?”

Woo’s eyes again flitted to the elders. He appeared reticent.

“No, Amit. Permanently. I am leaving the order.” 

“Why?”

“For the greater good.”

“But why, Sensei?”

“There are issues at play that do not concern you. You must know that what I do now is in the best interests of the majority over the longest term.” Woo’s stock answer — the mantra about how a monk must always do the greatest good no matter what difficulties stood in the way — felt like a brushing-off. Amit had the distinct impression that Woo was performing for the elders. Only alone would he get the full story.

“When?” 

“Now,” said Woo. 

“You are leaving today?” 

“I am leaving now, Amit.” Woo shook his arm, and Amit looked down to see a small parcel with a prayer mat rolled up and tied to its end. The bag was filled with Woo’s few earthly possessions. In a monastery, packing was easy. 

“Now?” Amit’s emotions threatened betrayal. “But we need to talk! I am not ready to … ”

Woo set his free hand on Amit’s shoulder. “You are ready enough, Amit. You have everything required inside you. Only you can stand in your way. Your task is not to grow and refine your skills, but to curtail some of what you have that doesn’t belong. Do you understand?” 

Amit met his eyes and nodded. The anger.

“Where are you going?”  

“It is not for you to know. Away.” 

“Why?” 

“You know why.” 

For the greater good. But whom was that good benefitting this time? 

“Can I go with you?” 

Amit looked at Amala, who irritated him, at the abbot and elders, who infuriated him. He thought of Rafi, whose bulldozer manner, ox-like body, and curry breath made Amit want to break every vow at once. His world had always orbited Woo. What allure did the monastery hold without him?

“No,” said Woo. Then, slightly louder, pitched so the elders could clearly hear him, he added, “Though I am sure there will come a day when I will send for those who are not content here.” 

The abbot moved forward, but Woo gave him a look that made Amit wonder who would win in a battle between them. 

“Will you send for me?” Amit asked.

“I will.” Woo nodded. “When you have learned your lessons.” 

Without another word he turned to the elders, nodded, and walked toward the gate, leaving it and the monastery behind.














Chapter 17




AMIT HOPPED ONTO A JET for the Virgin Islands, using the same strategy he’d used when crossing the sea from Mumbai to America, to rid the world of Telford Hayes. He had no official paperwork and because airports balked at this, decided to literally hop onto the jet, sprinting onto the runway as it began its takeoff, leaping up and grabbing it above one of its rear wheels. Getting past the outer fence and onto the mostly-dark outer runway was surprisingly easy — almost as if those who were so concerned about official paperwork didn’t think an illegal traveler could grab a jet by its landing gear to board it: a shocking hole in airport security. 

As in Mumbai, Amit rode in the wheel well through the trip, protected from the wind by the plane’s outer skin once the gear was retracted for flight. It was cold, the pressure changes were interesting, and he was both hungry and uncomfortable. But all four problems were easily surmounted through meditation. Once Amit had left his earthly body and floated up into the greater cosmos, there was no cold, hunger or sensation. There was no quest, no right or wrong. There was only Amit, the presences supplied by himself or the universe. This time the small laugh seemed to be his memory of Jason Alfero. The voice thought something was funny. If Amit had to guess, it was how he’d managed to have his cake and eat it, too — how he’d managed to help Amit (whom he seemed to see as a worthy foe) while remaining loyal to those above him. He’d managed to win an impossible situation, until he was pocked by hundreds of bullets. 

The plane touched down in St. Thomas, in the U.S. Virgin Islands. Amit surfaced from his pleasant reverie when the landing gear descended, then hopped away and rolled as the wheels kissed pavement. Security was as lax in St. Thomas as it was at the start of his flight — again, as if no one considered the possibility of stowaways clinging to the wheels, then escaping through the fence. 

He stretched, got himself some food, and made his way to a ferry headed to Road Town, in the British Virgin Islands. Crossing required travelers to pass customs, so Amit repeated his stowaway act, this time clinging to the ship’s bow as it crested the water. When they approached the dock, he slipped off into the sea and swam the remainder. When he emerged from the surf, he got a few looks in his soaked blue robe and saffron sash. Amit smiled at the obvious tourists, nodded, and said, “Now you know the secret of how natives swim in the ocean.” This seemed to satisfy the onlookers, despite Amit’s being Asian. 

Once in the islands, Amit quickly realized he wasn’t blending in. The problem wasn’t his Asian features or complexion, nor his blue robe and shaved head. The problem was that while he could be a simple monk for most errands, he had to look like a businessperson for this one. So, dipping into the cash he’d appropriated from the monastery before leaving, he walked into the fanciest shop he could find and bought the best suit he could afford. Then, suitably suited with his robe stowed in a new briefcase, Amit set off.

The bank wasn’t as opulent as he had imagined. It was on a beautiful stretch of road, but the entire area (including the bank) looked very “islands.” After spending time in America, his mind almost wanted to translate it to “ramshackle.” 

He walked in, feeling the gentle breeze from overhead fans. The suit felt strange on his skin. Here of all places, Amit wished for the airiness of a robe. Entering a non-air-conditioned tropical bank wearing two layers of clothing — one of which was basically choking him — was ridiculously uncomfortable. But he kept his back straight and his head high, because it was the way the accountants at Burkin, Bradley, and Oakes had carried themselves while wearing their own uncomfortable, important clothing. 

A teller asked if she could help him. Amit said he was with Dynamex Distribution and would like to make a deposit in the amount of one million dollars. She nodded, walked over to a thin man with a disturbing little mustache, and leaned down to speak. The man’s head turned, then turned back. The teller returned to Amit, asked him to please have a seat, and assured him that the manager would be with him shortly. 

The manager approached with a long, appraising look at Amit, then at his suit. There was something in his eyes — a flair of recognition, or maybe something else. The man’s gaze flitted briefly to his shaved head, then flicked away. For a moment he looked almost afraid, then the shadow passed and he told Amit to follow him to his office. The manager (whose name was Paul Jones, according to his nameplate) closed the door and sat behind a small, chipped desk. 

“Who are you?” 

“My name is Bob Schmidt. I am with Dynamex.” 

“You are not with Dynamex.”

“I am insulted.” 

“You may be insulted,” said Jones, “but you are not with Dynamex Distribution. I do not believe you have one million dollars in that briefcase. I also do not believe for a moment that Dynamex would send a courier for such a small deposit. And if they did, I do not believe he would dress like a pimp.” 

Amit looked down at his new suit. It was white, with sock garters visible beneath the cuffs. It had looked very good in a mirror.

Amit considered the manager. He looked at his face, his dark, staring eyes, and his firm lips: the body language of a man who isn’t looking to be convinced. Amit couldn’t sway him — especially if he had to open his briefcase and show the manager his crumpled, still-damp monk’s robe. He could continue to filibuster, or try to impress the man as he had with Bradley the accountant. Or he could try Plan C. 

Amit looked hard at the manager. Jones had his arms on the desk, hands folded neatly in front of him. Amit, watching him, decided several things at once. First, Jones had a regular relationship with the people at Dynamex and was taking Amit’s attempts to infiltrate as a personal insult to his intelligence. Second, Jones knew exactly what Dynamex really did, and what fluids greased its gears. And third, Jones didn’t care. He wasn’t afraid of his client. He was protecting him, because that client kept him in fancy mustaches and an uncomfortable lack of air conditioning. 

Amit swept the legs of Jones’s chair from under him in a blur. The manager struck the floor, and Amit stepped on his neck. Rather than snapping the chair to the ground, he had swept in an arc, essentially laying the chair on the plastic mat underneath. It was quiet, and with the manager gasping for breath, things would stay that way. 

Jones gurgled up at him. 

“These shoes are so uncomfortable,” said Amit. “I meant for me, but I assume they are for you as well.” He widened his eyes at the bank manager and removed his foot. He kept it nearby, nonverbally urging the man to stay still. 

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with!” Jones croaked. 

“Thank you.” Amit bowed. “You are making this easier on me. Say more things like that.” 

“They’ll kill you! They’ll find you where you sleep.” 

“Good. More. And you. Do you have powerful friends who will stop at nothing to find me?” 

“Fuck you!” 

Feeling much better about his decision to treat Jones as hostile, Amit drew back his foot in a small arc, then buried the toe of his pointy white shoe in the juicy target under the man’s jaw. Jones made a squealing noise that was just shy of a yelp as he bit his tongue. A small spray of blood landed on Amit’s pristine shoe. 

He dragged the manager upright, setting the chair behind him and pushing him into it. His tongue was bleeding copiously, dripping down his chin and making him look like a cannibal at a buffet. Blood was dripping onto the manager’s own pristine suit — which, Amit noted, was much more muted and boring than his own. He’d be wearing that blood all day if Amit let him live. He could tell the others that he’d had a nosebleed if he could still speak, or admit that someone had kicked him in the underside of the chin. It didn’t matter. With the exception of Jones and Bradley, each of his targets so far had known well in advance that Amit was going to kill them. Or attempt to kill them, which was how they’d seen things before bleeding out from holes opened by Amit. If Jones phoned upstream and let the next person up the chain know about Amit’s visit, it was of little consequence.

“To you doh who yo fucking wis?” Jones gibbered, blood leaking from his mouth. Thank the spirits, his tongue hadn’t been severed. But judging by pronunciation, it had taken a decent hit.

“I do. Also, thank you for following up. You stated this earlier, but I did not confirm whether I knew who I was fucking with or not. I will be honest. I had my doubts. But if you would like to assure me further … ” 

“I hathe coddectons! I keep they muddy fo dem!” 

“Who? I am unconvinced about who you are connected to. It is almost as if I do not fully know who I am fucking with.”

“The bob!” 

“I will take that to mean ‘mob.’ Thank you for being direct.” 

Jones hocked around his injured tongue and spat a wad of blood at Amit. It was likely intended for his face, but it flew low and hit his tie. The tie had toucans. Amit had rather wanted to keep it clean. 

Amit took a napkin from a box on the manager’s desk, wiped the blood from his tie, and dropped it into the wastebasket. “Tell me about the person you usually talk to. Is it just a messenger? Or someone higher up?” 

Jones stared. Amit took his right index finger and snapped it backward. Before doing so, he stuffed Jones’s own tie in his mouth, so that he’d scream into nylon. The noise was nicely bottled, but angry tears streamed from the man’s mouth. 

“I can ask again.” 

“I’m dot goig to … ” 

“Please,” said Amit. “Speak in a whisper. I can barely understand you ever since you accidentally bit your tongue.” 

Lower, in a whisper, easier to understand: “I’m not going to tell you shit.” 

Amit took Jones’s middle finger and stretched it back, a breath from snapping like its neighbor. “Please.”

“This is my business! And my business is my business!” 

“Please,” Amit repeated, pulling further. Something in the man’s finger popped. Amit didn’t think it was bone, or even a tendon. Probably his bones trying to batten the hatches before the breaking storm hit. 

More acquiescent, less righteous: “You don’t understand! Privacy is our business! We break the privacy of one client, we’re crushed! Not just me — everyone out there in the lobby!” 

“They can find jobs working for someone less criminal.” 

“Where? We don’t ask what our clients do, so we don’t know.” 

“You know.” 

“OK, fine, I know. Just me. It’s my business to know because I don’t just manage this bank. I own it. If you want to survive in this business, you need to land the biggest clients. But that’s all it is — our bank landing the big client.” He took a deep breath. The effort of talking quietly and deliberately was apparently exhausting his injured tongue. “Look — a lot of people in the U.S. think that banks like ours offer protection from taxes, but really they offer protection from prying. Your government has its nose in everything! Our clients want to be left alone!” 

“I am not American.”

“I do not discriminate! I am a businessman, and there is a need for what they do! It is their business!” 

Amit nodded. This was the second time he’d heard the privacy argument, and it was starting to irritate him. He didn’t know if it was because he’d already heard much of this from Bradley or because it had sounded more genuine and less sleazy coming from the accountant. Bradley had seemed like a man who’d turned away in the interest of business. Jones sounded more like a partner. Bradley kept ducks in a row, but Jones was shepherding the foul, and looking for ways to help those ducks multiply. 

“A lot of bankers think that banks like yours offer protection from prying eyes,” said Amit, “but really they offer safe haven for the world’s evil.” 

“Bullthit!” He’d spoken too loud, and his speech impediment had returned. Amit wondered if the man would need stitches and decided he didn’t care. 

“They do what they do for money. You hold their money for them. If you did not, they would have nowhere to put it. Their support structure is helping this delicate dance, but you are actively profiting from it. What kind of special protections do you offer, above and beyond the norm, and what do they pay you for it? Is it a percentage? And if it is, does that make you a percentage responsible for all they do, seeing as you are their partner?” 

“What?” 

Amit hadn’t released his tension on the man’s middle finger. It finally gave, the tendon at the finger’s base popping and allowing Amit to almost touch the fingernail to the back of his palm. He found himself angry. Anger was always an odd feeling when not followed by a strike of his fist or foot or elbow. When anger simmered, it reminded Amit of his days in the monastery when he’d been just 6 or 7, when Woo attempted to teach him to quell it. Back then, he’d allowed it to swallow him, and fill his every pore. Every person was a potential enemy; every word a possible insult. It was a helpless way to live, bending to the whim of anger whenever it arose. 

Amit heard Jones’s finger pop, and realized that he’d been allowing the same rage to return — this time for Nisha. He was thinking about what the organization did in the course of its daily business. When something got in the way, they steamrolled over it. Nisha was a girl, and they’d cut her down like a tall weed in a garden. They’d done it in the name of money — in the name of what this man hoped for, enabled, and profited by. 

Jones’ scream sounded more like a kind of high-pitched gasp. Stuffing his anger down, Amit turned to look at the closed office door. There was still no activity outside, and no unusual noises or whispers. Amit had a strange but certain thought: This might not be the first time the staff had heard pain coming from the manager’s office. 

“You should tell me about your contact. And you should tell me about everyone that contact works with.” 

“What?” 

“That is the second time you have said that. Perhaps we should check your hearing.”

“I can’t tell you that.” 

Amit had Jones’s middle finger bent all the way back. It was only a tendon that had popped. Now he took the actual finger and applied pressure until he heard a snap. 

“Jesus Christ, stop!” Jones squealed. 

“You have a regular contact, correct?” 

His mouth contorted in pain, Jones nodded. 

“And you know who pulls the strings. You know who is above that contact.” 

“No!” Then, quieter, panting: “I swear. I don’t.” 

Amit sighed, then grabbed Jones’s ring finger. “This is not what I want to hear. I knew you had a contact. You are not giving me new information. It is frustrating.” 

“What do you want me to tell you?” 

“The contact’s name.” 

“Raul. I don’t know his last name.” 

“Ra-ool?” said Amit, pronouncing it carefully. 

“No. Like ‘rall.’”

Amit searched his mind. He didn’t know anyone named Raul. If this was all the banker knew, his trip was a waste, and he hit a dead end. 

“What else?” 

“He looks Asian.” The banker’s eyes flicked toward Amit’s face. “Like you, actually.” 

“Like me how?” 

“Same skin tone. Bald.” 

“Bald or shaved?” 

“I don’t know.”

“How old is he?” 

“Twenties. Thirties. Maybe older. You age well.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I meant Asians.” 

Amit thought about what he should make of this random statement. It might be racist. Amit decided not to be offended by something that seemed complimentary. 

“Who does Raul talk about? What names does he use?” 

“He’s very careful. He does not use names. He speaks only about ‘his boss’ and ‘the company.’” 

“But apparently, he cannot keep his mouth shut entirely about what ‘the company’ actually does. Because you know.” 

Jones swallowed, then nodded. “He was amazingly blunt the first time we met. We came into this room, and Raul asked how serious we were about confidentiality. I told him what I told you, about how the main thing we offer is protection from private eyes. I assured him that we do not judge, that our clients are in all sorts of borderline businesses.”

Amit waited for Jones to catch his breath and continue. So far, nothing was helpful, though he scrutinized it all. You never knew when meaning might come from nothing, as had happened with Alfero’s mention of “virgins.” 

“After that, he looked at me and said, ‘My company is involved in extortion and murder. Does that bother you or your bank?’ He said it like he was ripping off a bandage. I got the impression that he wanted it all out in the open from the start so that there would never be any explanation required for anything else that might happen, such as money showing up with blood on it, which it has. He didn’t say it like he was at all bothered, though, and like he expected me to take it in stride. It was a good move, see, because if I agreed, I was complicit.” 

“And you chose to be complicit.” 

Jones swallowed, meeting Amit’s eyes with genuine fear. 

“OK,” said Amit. “Go on.” 

“We are important to their organization because they need a place to send their money, as you’ve suggested. If that connection is jeopardized, it’s a problem for them. Raul gave me a phone number — I didn’t recognize the exchange, but he assured me it would ring ‘wherever he happened to be’ — and told me to call if I ever needed him. At all. He emphasized that last bit, then stared right at me, same way he had when he’d told me about the extortion and murder. He asked if I understood, and I said I did. I’ve only used the number once, and hope I never need it again.”

“Why?” 

“There used to be local competition on this island. A man named Carlos ran a syndicate. They saw the banks as local business and resented the offshoring of funds from other countries. We are a bank, yet they used to hassle us and many others as if they were biker hoods and we were mom and pop convenience stores. A large cash deposit was stolen. Carlos assured us that local authorities would only laugh; I called Raul. He arrived the next day. Just him. I was shocked, because I’d explained the situation as best I could the day before — hiding details because you never know who is listening — and I thought I’d been clear. I knew whose money we had. I wasn’t fooling myself, and knew what I was doing when I called those people to help protect their money. I had some idea what to expect — but that wasn’t the same man who’d always shown up to make rather civilized bank deposits. 

“Raul asked for the details I couldn’t give over the phone. I gave them here, in my office. There was a commotion from outside: Carlos’ men being loud; they act like they own the place and do not care that this is a business. Carlos thought he’d bought the town, and that no one would dare to challenge him. When Raul heard them, he looked at me as if asking a question. I nodded. He held up a finger like this  … ” Jones held up the index finger on his unbroken hand as if asking Amit to wait a moment, “ …  then stood from his chair, right where you are now. I didn’t know how to react. This was all wrong. He had no men with guns, and didn’t seem to be armed himself unless he had a pistol under his jacket. Now he was going to walk into the fray without so much as an introduction. He told me to wait as if heading to the restroom, so I sat and did nothing. Raul walked calmly to the door, opened it, then closed it behind him. He said something — I couldn’t hear exactly what — then Carlos and his men shout something in reply. At some point there were some noises of activity, then a loud crash. I stood, then flinched back halfway toward the door when there was a loud scream and scattered shots. The scream was like nothing I’d ever heard. By the time I found the courage to stand, the screaming had died. I opened the door and saw Raul in the middle of the lobby surrounded by three bodies. Two of the dead men had handguns nearby. One still had a sort of machine gun slung over a shoulder. The men weren’t just dead; they were shredded, with skin hanging loosely, draping into a huge, converging puddle of blood. 

“There was a fourth man with Raul. He held him around the neck with the man’s back to Raul’s front. It was Carlos. There was a fifth man near the door holding an automatic weapon. He wore his gun like a purse. He seemed frightened to move his hands anywhere near it. The free man looked shocked. He’d peed down the leg of his pants and was backing up, tripping over customers who’d lain flat at the start of whatever had happened. I looked toward Raul and Carlos and saw why. Carlos looked like he was about to faint, and his stomach was protruding in a most unusual way. Raul’s fist, which he’d had up to the wrist through Carlos’s back, popped through his skin and shirt. There was a pile of something in the bloody hand. Intestines, I think. Carlos was still alive, blinking. Raul stared at the man near the door. He said, ‘Tell the others that Carlos does not run this town. No one runs this town.’ The man turned and ran. Raul removed his hand, and Carlos fell like a puppet. He went calmly toward our employee bathroom to wash up. He finished and came into my office. I could barely face him. He asked if I had any other needs. I told him that I did not. He gave a small bow, thanked me, then left. I lost most of my staff the next day, and most of those who didn’t quit wouldn’t discuss what had happened before I’d come out. One man said, ‘It was almost like he could dodge bullets.’ He started shaking, so I left him alone.” 

Amit waited for Jones to finish, then nodded once. It was hard to blame the manager for holding out on the questioning, but that didn’t stop his being complicit, or make Amit feel bad for setting back the manager’s typing skills for several weeks at least. 

Jones seemed to be waiting for Amit’s response, but the former monk had nothing to say. Jones didn’t know about the courier’s connections, or even where the courier lived or worked. The number would be a dead end; there were probably ways to use computers to investigate those who used various phone services, but Amit didn’t know them. 

He stood, then spontaneously removed his parrot tie, hanging between the lapels of his new white suit. He’d liked the tie, but it was ruined. If there was no longer a cosmetic or joyful reason to wear it, he did not wish to. Amit tossed the tie into Jones’s wastebasket. Above the trash was a tiny basketball hoop with the Cleveland Cavaliers logo. Amit wondered at the story that had brought a Cavs souvenir to this humid Caribbean office, but didn’t ask.

“Thank you for your help.” Amit looked at the manager’s shattered hand and chuckled. “I am afraid you will need to write with your other hand if that is the one you use. Regardless, I would suggest immediate medical attention.” 

Jones looked up at Amit with a helpless expression. His anger had gone; his indignation had gone; his pomposity had gone; even his reticence to divulge everything he knew about his client’s private affairs seemed to be gone. For the moment — perhaps due to shock — the man didn’t even appear to be in pain. He looked only tired and confused. Amit had mentioned his hand issues as if Jones himself might not have noticed, delivering instructions in the tone of someone mildly suggesting ice for a slight blow to the head. 

Amit smiled and waited for Jones to respond, but he didn’t. Nor did he stand from his desk. He did nothing but hold his wrist and watch Amit’s eyes. 

He walked to the office door, turned back to look at Jones, gave the man a small bow, thanked him again, then left.














Chapter 18




ANOTHER JET. ANOTHER LONG JOURNEY spent in the belly of a plane, with the landing gear, meditating through the engines screams, which seemed to reverberate through the jet’s aluminum skeleton. 

Some distant part of Amit was hungry. But he had his small bag, and because he’d changed back into his robes and tossed his suit, he’d been free to stock a few snacks and bottles of water. He didn’t think to bring a book. Amit realized — while clinging to the landing gear — that he was bad at air travel. Frequent fliers probably brought all sorts of ways to entertain themselves. They probably didn’t feel like their heads might explode from internal pressure as the plane gained altitude, and probably had heat. He promised himself that someday he’d take a trip the normal way, to see what it was like. 

Amit still had his mind for company, and in the end that was all he needed. He made himself relatively comfortable, then closed his eyes and gave his spirit permission to stretch the cosmic tether binding him to his body. Soon, the noise of the engines and the uncomfortable sensation of metal pressing into soft parts of his body began to fade into a different part of his awareness. He knew they were there — not too far from his cold or lingering sense of boredom — but they had ceased to matter. He was only mind, and mind was in want for thought alone. For now, it required his body and brain, seeing as they were the vessels he was currently poured into, but some day he’d die, and then he’d be free. Free to reincarnate into something else or free to float, he did not know. The order had its thoughts on what happened after a person died, but Woo had taught Amit to question even the things that were taught by his teachers. 

Question even me, Woo had said. Question my instructions to question what you are taught. 

It was a paradox that Amit had spent many meditation sessions puzzling over in his youth. If he listened to Woo, he’d question Sri teachings as much as he’d question workings of the modern world, laws, morality, concepts like ownership, the fact that he himself existed, and so on. But if he listened to Woo, he must also question every word from his sensei, including the instruction to question everything. Did that mean that he should, as a matter of course, sometimes accept things blindly, without question? How could you question everything if you never questioned the questioning? Without that final step, were you not conforming to a system of nonconformity? 

It had the simple, repetitive nature of a koan. Which, Amit realized after enough time pondering koans and simple riddles, really must mean it was confusing for the sake of confusion. Meditation riddles were circular, questions without answers. It was almost stupid. Most mantras meant nothing. That was mostly the point. If you were to repeat something over and over while meditating, you didn’t really want it to have meaning. You wanted your mind and breath occupied by a blank slate, so they would be unencumbered. 

Was there reincarnation after death? Amit thought so, but was open to all answers, conforming to none.

Was it proper to kill for peace? He could see each side, and was constantly riddling both arguments. 

Could good be bad?

Could black be white?

Could his enemy be his friend?

That last seemed a stretch, but whenever Amit met resistance in his meditation, he knew it was a sign to consider things further. If an exercise was difficult, the difficulty rendered the exercise worthwhile. A devoted trainee knew to work on his weaknesses more than his strengths, and an enlightened fighter knew to wonder if he should be fighting. 

Amit didn’t want to consider that Nisha’s murderers might not be evil personified. As Amit opened himself to the possibility that they’d had their own motivations, which surely made sense to them, he decided that they were wrong, that he was right, and that he’d entered his enemy’s mind to find it as polluted as he had believed. Perhaps the world held no true right, wrong, good, or evil, and maybe the mortal sphere was merely a performance where nothing truly mattered. Nisha was good, and had been his. She was an innocent, but snuffed like a candle. For now, Amit’s enemies were as “evil” as evil could be. 

But what about the other side? Could his friend be an enemy?

Curled in the plane’s belly, his muscles screaming across the sea, Amit thought of Suni, the abbot. 

“The official doctrine of Sri is that we never engage and use what we have been taught,” Woo had told him. “But why would we train to be deadly rather than disciplined if we were never meant to use our skills? And why is there a back door in our training? The abbot tells us at Gathering that we must never harm another living being, then he says we cannot be harmed — not because we are Sri, but because we are humans. We are spirit first and body second, and spirit is eternal. Only the body can be harmed, and the body is merely our vehicle. Does it not follow that we, as warriors, could never truly harm anyone even if we’d been allowed to fight?”

At the time, Amit hadn’t understood what Woo was saying. The idea that the spirit — a person’s essence — could not be harmed by anything on the mortal plane was a back door, to use Woo’s term. The abbot ordered that they never use their skills to harm another. Hypothetically — in the nature of questioning everything, including the unquestionable — if a being’s true spirit was safe from harm, could shadow monks commit violence with impunity? 

What if his friend was his enemy?

With fright in his eyes, Jones, the bank manager, had said, It was almost as if he could dodge bullets. 

No one could dodge bullets, but a trained Sri monk could appear to do so. If you spent most of your day learning the nuances of human behavior and honing the most subtle of skills, it wasn’t especially difficult. The way a person held a gun communicated many things about that person’s personality, their demeanor and temperament, even their childhood or personal history. How they situated their finger on a trigger belied the strength of their muscles. How a person breathed told an astute observer how they were feeling, how accustomed they were to battle, how hardened they were to the idea of harming or killing, and so much more. You didn’t have to dodge the actual bullet. You only had to put yourself somewhere other than where the bullet would inevitably be.

The ability to invade a foe’s chest cavity without killing him, avoiding essential clusters to inflict maximal psychological damage. 

The deceptively difficult ability to engage in a multi-person fight without becoming drunk on adrenaline. 

The ability to fight through might, battle with the mind, and anticipate with logic. 

Raul, as Jones described him, was Sri. But was he a rogue as Amit had become? It was possible, but now that he’d started asking the right questions, the former shadow monk’s mind began to properly piece the puzzle that had been rattling in his head since he’d started investigating the Right Hand. The organization operated in shadow. They had obvious muscle, but always in the form of predictable bodyguards — big men with guns. There were few accounts of assassinations, yet Amit knew they’d happened, based on his discoveries. They were quiet, with none of the shock and awe that often accompanied gangland violence. Amit found no drive-by shootings, axe murders, incidents with ice picks, or dark enforcers with black hats and names like Vinny the Knife. Somehow, the organization’s affairs were handled with nary a splash. It was operation without ego, and for that simple reason Amit had almost missed its oddity. 

It was possible that Raul was a rogue, but not likely. The organization’s enforcement arm felt like Sri to Amit. Only shadow monks would plainly admit to what they were doing, as Raul had, because there was nothing to hide. You couldn’t harm a spirit by harming a body. It wasn’t a far leap toward justifying anything. 

Why is there a back door in our training?  

Had Woo known all along? Was he bound to secrecy, or coerced into it? Had he, all those long years, encouraging his protégé to question everything so that one day, he would see through the abbot on his own? Woo had seemed reticent when leaving the Sri, uneasy, as if he hadn’t really wanted to go. Was he being forced out, forced to remain silent?

Unbidden, thoughts of Jason Alfero rose in Amit’s mind. 

Follow the money. Follow the virgins. 

Amit had followed the money to the Virgin Islands, and now he knew where to find his next boss. Still, Alfero hadn’t wanted to give up his superiors, even in the moment of his impending death. Why? Had he believed what the Sri did, that loyalty was rewarded in the next life? Alfero hardly seemed spiritual. Yet he’d helped Amit without helping him, withholding what he knew while also winking and pointing his killer toward the back door. 

Like Woo seemed to have been doing all along.

Like the abbot had been doing to the entire order. He could tell them to never harm on one hand, then imply that harm was impossible on the other. Creating that loophole — a maneuver worthy of a sleazy lawyer — would allow the abbot to have his cake and eat it, too. He could keep most of the monks in the dark — safe, neutered, and unwilling to use their training — all while building killing machines that could be turned on with the flip of a switch after realizing that they could never do any harm, no matter how many throats they pierced. 

What of the money that laid in the Sri’s vaults? Amit had stolen a large stack of cash before leaving the monastery. The monks understood that the order had the money required to operate — to build and maintain its walls and grounds, to purchase the food it did not grow, to provide beds and facilities and chapels and weapons — but no one ever asked how. Now, Amit did. The order sold nothing to the outside world. They did not wander airports to pawn flowers on travelers; they did not host bake sales or run charity races. 

Where did that money come from? 

In the plane’s hold, with metal vibrating through his robe and into his bones, Amit’s floating mind filled with the order’s teachings. There was always a greater good and a need to restore karmic alignment. It was vital to obey superiors: accepting instructions and appreciating superior wisdom. Sri doctrine was filled with triggers and loopholes. Now that Amit was asking if it was possible to turn peaceful monks into assassins, he saw truth plain as day. They were trained; they were the necessary assistants of karmic realignment; the spirit could never be harmed; evil people were victims of their mortal existences and could only be washed clean in their next life. And of course, the moral and spiritual judgments of the elders were unquestionably correct, no matter how odd those judgments might seem to younger monks. If the elders said that something must be done, all disciples would follow. 

Question even me. 

Woo, with his silver-white hair. Refusing to shave his head even when the unwritten rule said that everyone should.

Woo, who’d left the monastery on a promotion, yet had seemed reluctant to leave, as if he’d been pushed. 

Woo’s biggest lesson had always been that of challenging assumptions. The Sri ordered Amit to banish his anger, but Woo encouraged him to hone it, to use it, to focus it instead. Woo had subtly encouraged Amit’s insubordinations. He never did so openly, but once alone Woo chastised him half-heartedly. You really shouldn’t do that, wink-wink. It was almost as if Woo was pleased that Amit lived as a fly in the monastery’s ointment.

The plane touched down in Mumbai an impossible time later. Amit waited for his moment, then sneaked away. He hit the streets, his robes no longer out of place. Only their color — and the icy look in Amit’s eyes as his fingers and thumbs rolled over his prayer beads — gave the passerby pause.














Chapter 19




THREE MONTHS AGO




THE GIRL entered the monastery wearing shoes that were battered to nothing, simple white socks with specks of something that looked like spilled dye, and a pretty floral print dress that had become dirty from the rough path and the climb. Amit couldn’t help but be impressed. The monastery was well-known in the town below, and although the people did not know much about what happened above, they knew that the monks who lived there were warriors. Every once in a while, men from the town (and a few of the heartier women) would come to the monastery and want to learn from the warriors. They were always turned down — adults were too shaped by life to accept the conditioning required of a Sri monk — but the path’s perilous nature was a deterrent in itself. Most pilgrims couldn’t make the climb, and some fell to their deaths while trying. Yet this young girl — and her even younger brother — had made the climb alone. 

The abbot stood before the girl like a sentinel. His arms were not crossed, unlike everything else in his manner. Here was a man who would not be passed, even if the transgressors were two children, clearly terrified and in need of help. Amit met the boy’s eyes first. He wasn’t much older than Amit had been when he’d first come into the mountains — maybe 8 or 9 — and he had a hollow, scooped-out look that clanged against Amit’s should-be-stoic heart. The boy had been through something horrible; the shadow monk couldn’t help but feel ancient anger at the abbot’s denial.

His eyes moved to the girl, whom he’d only glanced at before being captivated by what looked like his younger self. She seemed to be in her late teens or very early 20s and had thick, jet-black hair, pulled into a long braid that ran down her back, almost to her waist. The braid was tight, and her hair was thick enough to hold it, but the climb had it frazzled. A halo of loose, sweat-scared hairs fell around her dirty face, and the braid itself was frayed, like a rope. 

Her stare broke something inside him. She had large, liquid, brown eyes that even from 10 paces felt wide and deep enough to fall into. They looked pristine compared to the rest of her, covered with dust and grime. Those eyes sparkled, wet, and streaks from past tears had washed the dirt from the corners. As she faced the abbot, easily a foot taller, she didn’t flinch. Tears — for what, he did not know — had been shed and continued to fall, but not from fear of the big, stolid monk. 

“Please,” she said. 

Amit stepped closer. The girl didn’t look over; she knew who was in charge and where to aim her appeal. She hadn’t even seen him. It was impossible to believe, as much as Amit felt himself standing out. It was equally impossible to believe that the abbot was denying her. She was terrified; the boy was terrified; she claimed to have been sent here to find their leader. “Woo,” she kept saying. “I need to find Woo.” 

The abbot said that Woo had been gone for years, and that she was in the wrong place. He asked more questions. She refused to answer, saying that she could trust only Woo — the man the townspeople had told her was in charge of the monastery in the mountains. 

For a logical man, the abbot seemed overly perturbed by the implication that Woo was — or had ever been — in charge. His body language became more closed. He stepped toward her, causing the girl to move backward. She said she needed solace. Still, the abbot insisted that the Sri had none to give. 

Amit’s eyes fell to the girl’s simple floral dress. It was a childish pattern, younger than her years. Most girls would not wear such a dress. It was too carefree and did not pay respect to the hardships a city girl such as she would surely face. It was not a rich town below, so her life would not be easy. Yet she’d worn this simple flowered dress as if strolling a meadow on a sun-washed day, a dress that a relative had probably given her for a special occasion. Below the hem, her legs were scandalously bare. But skin on this girl was as innocent as spring grass. 

Suddenly, from behind, the smell of curry assailed Amit’s nostrils and raised an interior wall. He’d long ago learned to shut Rafi out, to deny access to his internal buttons.

“Urchins,” said a rough voice. 

Amit did not turn. He could feel Rafi’s broad-shouldered form behind him like a dreadnought. He pretended he couldn’t hear. Rafi had long ago ceased being able to make his way under Amit’s skin — the toughness Amit had developed after Woo’s departure forced the ability into place — but to replace his earlier animosity, Rafi had developed a rough species of acrimonious companionship. He would talk to Amit as a friend, then use the time to belittle and insult him. It only bothered Amit because it wasted his time. 

For some reason, Rafi’s voice and breath did bother Amit today. 

“I don’t know why the town thinks it can dump its trash up here,” said Rafi. “We have isolated ourselves, but they cannot take a hint that we do not wish to associate with them.” 

“Look at them, you fool.” An old edge returned to Amit’s voice. “They have climbed a mountain. They have been sent to find Woo. They have done so for a reason, and it is not random or arbitrary.” 

Rafi scoffed. “Woo. If I knew where he was, I’d send you to him.” 

Amit blinked back both insults. Many of those Amit had grown up with had vanished over the past years, and everyone seemed to feel that they’d gone to wherever Woo had gone, as if summoned. Even Amala — she of the long fingernails who would not hurt a cobra intent on killing her — had left. Yet Amit — Woo’s sole protégé — had heard nothing. And if the others knew anything of Woo or his whispered summons, they harbored their silence. Monks were excellent at keeping secrets. 

“If she wants help,” said Rafi, “she should tell the abbot why she’s here.” 

Amit turned and met Rafi’s pocked skin and ugly expression. He wanted to tell him that the girl was clearly too terrified to say anything, but that seemed insulting — not to Rafi, but to her. 

Amit walked away from Rafi. He reached the girl and her brother. She finally noticed him as he came alongside the abbot and turned her big, wet eyes on him. Amit was almost afraid to meet them; something inside him had become unhinged. He was suddenly terrified of losing his closely held control. 

The girl reached out and, without asking or being offered, took Amit’s hand between hers. 

“Please,” she said, staring into his soul. “We must stay here. We must stay with you! We need your protection.”

“Why?” asked Suni. “Why are you here? What has happened? What did you wish to tell Woo? I am the abbot here. You can tell me whatever you needed to tell him.” 

The girl didn’t look toward Suni. The denial to move her eyes didn’t feel rude, nor did it feel like she was clinging to Amit as her only savior. It felt bold, as if she heard him, but was taking control of the only decision that still belonged to her: the choice about who would hear her appeal. 

“I cannot tell you why I am here.” She stared deep into Amit’s eyes. “In time, once I know who I can trust, I will try. But there is too much I’m afraid of. Not just for me, but for Sameer.” She took a hand away from Amit’s and he felt a strange loss. The hand went to the boy’s shoulder. 

“Why do you seek Woo?” 

“I cannot say.” 

“Then how could we possibly help you anyway?” Suni demanded. 

The girl continued looking into Amit’s eyes as she answered the abbot. “Please. Just keep us. We are in danger. I cannot say why. Hide us. We cannot go back. We … ” Her resolve started to falter, and a single tear ran down her cheek, refreshing an old track on her dirty face. She drew the boy closer and hugged him to her side, blinking the tear away and firming something inside her. Amit saw himself, and Woo, in the gesture. She had made a decision to master her fear rather than being mastered by it. “ … We cannot go home.”

The boy beside her wiped his eyes and sniffed. Amit saw him and looked down. From the corner of his eye, he saw Rafi make a whole-body gesture that amounted to a rolling of his eyes. He could feel the same impression radiating from the abbot, and pushed it away with his mind. He knelt in the dirt before the boy and waited until he looked up, his eyes moist. 

“Your name is Sameer?”

The boy nodded. 

“You are taking good care of your sister.” 

“Nisha.” He nodded again.

“Sometimes, there are things you cannot say. Secrets you must keep.” Unbidden, Amit thought of his mother, and the trauma inside him that he could never bury. “And sometimes there are harmful things that you may not wish to discuss, even if they are not quite secrets. Am I correct?”

The boy nodded. 

“Sameer,” he said. “My name is Amit. I am a monk. That means I spend all day every day thinking. We learn things, as monks. Such as ways to treat what’s within us. Ways to wash them clean. To bury them — not in the sense of pushing them away, but by putting them to rest. Would you like me to show you what I mean?” 

Again, the boy nodded. A delicate hand laid on Amit’s shoulder, unseen, from above. 

He stood, then met Suni’s eyes. The look said more than his mouth. The abbot almost took a step back, then simply blinked and looked away. 

Amit looked back down at the boy, and held out his hand. 

The boy took it. 

“Then come, and I will teach you.”














Chapter 20




EVERYONE WELCOMED AMIT WITH WARM nods as he entered the monastery. It had been too long. Words weren’t necessary. He knew these men and women, and they knew him. Pleasantries were for civilians. Their bond was a matter of souls. Except that apparently — unbeknownst to the monks themselves — theirs was also a bond forged from the blood of others. 

Amit easily found the abbot. There was a meditation path arranged in a meandering spiral at the compound’s north end, where the hill was high enough to see past the distant wall as if it were well below. The spot was beautiful, and had been one of Amit’s favorites during his years at the monastery, being trained as a killer without his knowledge or permission. 

The abbot was in his late 60s and wore his robe so long it actually brushed the path’s crushed rock as he walked. It looked as if he had no feet, as if he were a human-sized doll in a gown, floating mysteriously along. His robe didn’t really sway as he walked, enhancing the illusion. His hands were lightly clasped in front of his waist, and he was looking down, lost in thought. His bald head had no trace of stubble, and Amit wondered if the man was actually bald. 

Realizing the transgression, Amit stepped over the small green rows that divided the winding path’s adjacent sections and stood in the abbot’s way. The old man’s concentration was so complete, he nearly ran into Amit before seeing he was there. 

The abbot looked up, but did not show surprise.  

Amit had fallen in love (against the rules), had left the compound without so much as requesting permission or saying his farewells (against convention), and had gone on a rampage (against the supposed code). The monastery was isolated, but word of the outside world filtered up into the mountains when relevant — such as when one of the order defected and took matters of revenge into his own hands. 

“Ah, Amit.” A small, pleasant smile creased Suni’s wrinkled face. He put his palms against one another and made a slight bow, gaze down. “Namaste.” 

Amit returned the bow and greeting. He was fairly certain he’d have to kill the abbot, but it was still nice to see him. A soul was a soul, the day itself beautiful and calm. It was hard to be rude, to deny himself the pleasant nature of interpersonal exchange following the realization of a horrible truth. 

“You have been busy,” said the abbot. 

“Yes. And I have been thinking.” 

“That is good. Because from what I have heard, you have not thought much of what you’ve done.” Suni’s old nature finally resurfaced, and Amit saw the same disapproving glint he’d seen through his youth. The abbot had never liked him. According to Woo, he’d actively opposed taking him into the compound as a child, and had tried repeatedly to send him away. Nothing Amit had ever done growing up had pleased Suni, and it seemed that little had changed since. 

“You do not approve.” 

“You have stepped outside our guidelines. You have exposed yourself, along with the true nature of what and who we are. You have acted out of ego, because you believed you knew better than the universe. You have doled out karma as if you were … ” 

“ … a Sri elder?” Amit interrupted. He gave a small smile, to dull the interruption.

Something shifted in the abbot’s brown eyes, almost vanishing into his wrinkles. Amit got a mental image of a cloak being dropped to the floor. The cloak was made of pretense and lies, and the abbot had let it go. 

“So, you know.” 

Amit nodded. 

“How?” 

“There is much in the wide world to stimulate a man’s senses.”

“And a woman’s?” Amit saw the jab for what it was: a knock on Nisha, whom the abbot had also never approved of, whom he’d also wanted to shove into the cold. 

Amit ignored the insult. “I have come to right wrongs.”

“As I have concluded,” said Suni. “But you will not find them here.” 

“I will not find wrongs?” 

“You will not find satisfaction.” 

Amit shifted his weight. He wasn’t afraid of being taken off guard and there was no need to prepare himself to fight, yet he felt restless nonetheless. Nisha’s blood still felt fresh on his hands, and this man, who’d been with both him and Nisha all along, was the reason for its spilling. 

“I think I will.” 

The abbot re-clasped his hands. His robe’s long arms fell from his wrists and touched, making him appear to have one long blue tube running from shoulder to shoulder. He brushed by Amit and resumed his walk. Amit stepped to the next row and walked beside Suni, feeling the same condescended disadvantage he’d felt through a lifetime in the abbot’s presence. 

“That has always been your problem, Amit,” said Suni, pacing and watching the path. “You have always believed that you know best. We are an order, and are supposed to be brothers. But you have never acted as one. You ignore the wisdom of others when that wisdom contradicts what you believe. You ignore the others when their wisdom contradicts what you want. From the time you were a child, you allowed your desires to command you rather than what you believed. You would engage in fights not because you thought they were correct or right, but because you wanted to fight. Even Woo would tell you, ‘Amit, think first,’ but you would not. If you thought, you would see that fighting was the wrong way, and you did not want to see what was at odds with your desire to fight. Even today, you have craved your revenge. Is it what you believe is right? Perhaps, perhaps not. It does not matter.” 

“You never thought I was worthy to be Sri.”

The abbot shook his head. “You could not master yourself.” 

“I trained. For decades, I trained.” 

“Yes, you trained,” said Suni, still looking down. “But does training for years to play a violin with a bow make it correct to play with a fork?” 

Amit stepped in front of the abbot again, and again the abbot stopped. His old eyes looked up into Amit’s young ones. 

“I will have my vengeance against the order.” 

“You cannot fight us all,” said the abbot, not like a threat. He said it almost sadly, with a resigned shake of his head. 

“I do not want to fight everyone. I want to fight you.” 

The abbot’s expression did not change.

“What will it solve to fight me?” 

“It will give me satisfaction.” 

“How?” 

Amit felt his anger rising. It was a betrayal. His emotions were doing exactly what Suni had just said they always did and what they should not do. His anger was proving the abbot correct: Maybe he hadn’t learned any of his lessons. Really, what good would it do to fight him? Nisha was still dead. Amit wasn’t sure any of it was logical at all. Perhaps he was obeying his desires instead of his beliefs, and had been all along. 

He shoved Suni in the chest, furious more at himself than the abbot. He was reaching deep into the annals of Amit’s mind, plucking strings that no one could pluck. Suni had had nearly 20 years to learn Amit’s psyche — and, apparently, to pick out all the ways it was wrong. Nobody could touch Amit, normally. But the abbot was always his superior. Facing him now made Amit a boy with fury and nowhere to vent. 

“You will fight like a commoner? Without honor?” 

“I will fight until you are dead.” Amit pushed the abbot again. 

Suni’s hands were still clasped, still concealed by the robe, still useless. He’d barely faltered on the path, as if he’d known Amit would push him. 

Suni shook his head. “You have learned nothing.” 

That was ludicrous, given his meditations on the flight overseas. “On the contrary, Abbot. I have learned a great deal.” 

Amit moved to shove him, but the abbot twisted away. Amit’s hand brushed past the front of his robe. Suni squeezed his upper arm against his ribs, trapping Amit’s hand. The attempted shove had put him off balance. He stumbled a step, and the abbot’s bare foot struck Amit in the back of the neck, hard, pushing him down onto the crushed rocks below. 

“Get up,” said the abbot. “You are lying on some of my favorite orchids.”

Amit looked down and saw that he was smashing a small but beautiful clutch of snow-white blossoms, tearing their delicate petals and turning them instantly translucent. He stood, hardened his resolve, and reached out to grab the abbot’s robe. He grasped it hard by the lapels with his left hand. He had both, holding the robe firm, and had fully launched a three-finger strike when the abbot ducked, slipped his arms and body from the robe, and, from the ground, pistoned upward to deliver a blow just under Amit’s diaphragm. 

Amit coughed and stepped backward. 

The now-nude abbot snatched his robe back with a gesture filled with irritation. “You are embarrassing yourself,” he said, pulling on his robe. “As always.” 

“We have a score to settle.” 

“And you will never settle it this way. To think, you questioned my assertion that you are not worthy to be among us. Look at you. I am an old man, yet I am making you look like a fool. You are plenty strong in your body. But you are slow up here.” The abbot tapped two fingers to the side of his head. “Undirected emotion makes you weak. Predictable. I can see what you’re going to do even now. You wasted all you were taught. I agree with Woo on one thing: Your skills were always extraordinary. Physically, you were and probably remain remarkable. You have twitch responses that the rest of us, even with decades of practice, have never been able to bring under voluntary control. Speed, accuracy, crush grip — all outstanding. But useless without the mind to control them. Woo thought for a long time that you were a special student, and that you should advance to our highest honors. But even he realized the folly of his thought. Even he abandoned you.” 

“Woo did not abandon me. You abandoned him.” 

Suni looked at Amit for a long, quiet second. Then his smile returned. 

“You want to kill me.”

“Yes.” 

“Because you know of the shadow monks’ role as assassins. As swords for karma.”

It was mildly surprising to hear the abbot say it aloud. Suni had out-thought him at every step during this humiliating encounter. Rage betrayed his every thought like a flashing red light. 

“Because you have manipulated us. Because you’ve been turning us into killers without our permission. Brainwashing us into believing we were doing right, then turning us toward doing the bidding of criminals in the interest of profit.” 

The abbot laughed. 

“Your foolishness knows no bounds, Amit.” He didn’t sound condescending. It was almost as if they shared a joke that both should find hilarious. Amit was supposed to slap his palm to his forehead, agree, and laugh along. It filled him with even more fury. He wanted more than ever to strike at the abbot’s throat, to rip Suni’s voice box from his neck and leave a dripping red hole filled with tendons and gore. 

“It is true,” said Amit. “Don’t insult me by denying it.” 

“Oh, it’s all true,” said Suni. “But your quarrel is with Woo.” 














Chapter 21




THERE WAS ANOTHER MOUNTAIN IN the chain, not distant, where the Sri order made its true home. The abbot knew where it was in general, but had no knowledge of specifics. He could have found out, but did not wish to know. 

“There are things I can control and things I cannot,” he told Amit. “This, I cannot.” 

It was too fatalistic a perspective for Amit, and the abbot mocked even his conviction that he could affect change. 

“You do not understand, Amit,” he said, his voice ripe with a surprising understanding. “The entanglement has become too large.”

Once Amit had stopped fighting and they’d settled down to tea, Suni’s manner had immediately softened. He pitied Amit, the former monk thought, but that was better than condescending to him. He could work with pity. Pity would allow the abbot to help, because he’d know that all was lost, that Amit would only harm himself, but that nothing could be helped. 

“What do you mean, ‘The entanglement has become too large’?” 

“You think this is about a sensei who went bad. You see it as your job to find the rotten sensei and his recruited monks so you can eradicate them like a nest of spiders. But it is not so simple, Amit. As you have been too stupid to see through your time here, karma does not understand ‘good’ and ‘bad.’ Karma understands the spin of its own wheel. Woo believes he is doing what is right. The organization has funded us from the beginning, since even before we knew it. Because they had plans, too. By the time they started pulling strings — we were on land they owned; they had leaders with spiritual understanding among them; they pointed out that we were bred to kill, whether we did so or not, and hence could argue that killing was in our dharma. They knew enough to give us choice. If they’d forced our hand, we would have fought, and won. If they’d pressed, we’d have done our homework earlier, and learned that they were not just on the edge of society, but actively brewing chaos within it. But they did not force, or press. They allowed us to grow and paid for our needs. They left us alone. Through my youth, it was like having benefactors. They began to persuade a few of the elders. The ‘sword of the righteous’ argument is compelling, because no one else could right the wrongs that we could. The elders began to subtly persuade others. It happened slowly, and in many ways, we were blind to it all, because we were allowed to do as we wished, free from interference.

“Woo saw it in a new way — clearer and more twisted than how any of us had ever seen those underworld dealings. His passion for exterior thought allowed him to question something the rest of us never had. Specifically, he said, ‘Is murder for hire so wrong?’ It was a repugnant thing to consider, and only a mind such as Woo’s would think to do so. It felt wrong, but in his mind, the fact that something was difficult, odd, or obviously wrong was all the more reason to investigate. The more he did the more reasons he found. The ends justified the means. Money could improve the Sri. Woo could build a separate compound to train his elite. You see, as much as you were a thorn in our side, Amit, Woo’s arrogance dwarfed yours like the sun swallows the darkness. He was certain of so much. He needed only resources to realize his truth. The organization could give him those resources.

“So, he moved. You remember when he left, though you could not have known why. He splintered our order, and took those he could persuade to go with him. You remember when he left, and how tense it was. You cannot think of them as a nest, because they are not swords for hire. They believe they are doing what is right, and that those who oppose them are wrong, just like the monks here, in this monastery. Our division balances on a sliver. Anyone here, who I see as an honorable Sri, could choose to go there. Some have over the years — people you yourself grew up with. If I tried to fight Woo’s group I would face opposition here. We are still both Sri, you understand. Men and women from this camp still go to his, as if it were a recruiting ground. I do not stop them. It is a matter of belief, and seems almost arbitrary. Sometimes, monks return to us with blood on their hands. Should I reject them after they have teetered back into our arms?” 

Amit sipped his tea, unable to believe what he was hearing. And he was supposed to be the blind one? He was supposed to be foolish?  

“It is not a matter of opinion. They are working for organized crime.” 

“In service of what they feel is a greater good,” argued the abbot. “A Sri monk is, above all else, calculating and intuitive and logical. You cannot fight properly if you do not possess those traits, and if you possess those traits, you will tend to leave small obstacles behind on your way to larger truths. Why do you think we make the difficult choice of divorcing ourselves from the modern world? Life is easier down from the mountain, as I hear. They can learn most things at the touch of a button. They don’t tire their bodies with work. Yet we became monks because we believe that hard work is rewarded later, and that suffering leads to what is proper and true.” 

“But killing … ” 

“ …  is a matter of perspective. Have you ended no lives?” The abbot chuckled. “Of course, you have. And I believe you have done so rather unpleasantly. Have you never considered that there might be two sides to every death? Were there none you killed who would vehemently agree that you were the wrong one? Do you really think that an entire nation’s legal system wouldn’t disagree that what you did was ‘right’?”

“Their perspectives are incorrect and timid.” 

“Your opinion,” said the abbot. “And as a dealer of death yourself, who are you to say that Woo is wrong?” 

Amit’s ears were lying. 

“Are you saying you agree with what Woo has done? How he’s picked and sifted your spiritual pilgrims and hired them off to criminals for profit?” 

“Of course not. But as wrong as I believe he is, Woo sees me as equally wrong.” 

Amit shook his head. He felt as stupid as the abbot had accused him of being. Woo was wrong. It was not a matter of opinion. The organization was wrong. The Right Hand had been wrong. Alfero had been wrong. The people who’d ended Nisha’s life — “just following orders and nothing personal” or not — had been wrong. Ending a life was wrong … unless you were ending a life to avenge the ending of another. 

“You are timid,” said Amit. “You are afraid.” 

“Perhaps. But it is good to be afraid sometimes, and it does not change the reasons I have stated for not trying to convince Woo.” 

“And you call me weak?”  

“You are weak.” 

Amit shook his head. “I am willing to do what you are not.” 

“Or to commit the fallacy that I know is best left at rest.” 

“It is not a matter of opinion, Abbot.”

Suni shook his head. “At best, you will be killed. At worst, you will join him.” 

Amit set down his tea. It was the most ludicrous thing a monk on a quest for vengeance had ever heard. 

“I would never join him.”

“Won’t you?” Suni’s old, wrinkle-bunched eyes met Amit’s. 

“Why would you ever think I would join my enemy?”  

“Because,” said the abbot, “you and Woo are so very alike.” 














Chapter 22




AMIT WENT ON FOOT. 

THERE was no other way to move from place to place without returning to the city below unless he wanted to ride a donkey or something equally quaint and rural. He would have gone on foot even with a superhighway or railroad running between the Sri camps. 

Amit’s world had been turned upside down by Nisha, then flipped again by her death. For a while after that, things made sense. His life was filled with blood, pain, and clarity. There were bad people who had to pay. He needed only to keep moving relentlessly forward until the bad people were gone. Then he’d found out about the Sri — supposedly his brothers — and what they’d been training for whether they knew it or not. That turned his world a third time. But this last was a blow beyond all blows. Not only was the ultimate bad man his mentor, he was no longer even sure that there was any objective truth about good and bad. He had shed a lot of blood. At the time, it was righteous bloodshed, plain and simple. In his mind, those ahead of his deadly hands wore black hats, clearly indicated as those to hate. Based on the abbot’s words — and against which Amit’s tired mind struggled and fought — the hats were shades of gray. There were peaceful monks in his home monastery who could easily be on the wrong side, and mercenaries in the other compound who could easily come back to the right. Directly above that lever’s fulcrum were the abbot (whom Amit had always hated) and Woo (whom Amit had always loved), tipping balance with the smallest motions of mind and body, spirit and whim. 

Amit and Woo. Very alike. 

Amit didn’t want to believe that. Not after knowing Suni’s story to be true. He’d believed it all his life; he’d grown up with Woo and had trusted him like a father. Whenever Amit found himself in trouble, Woo had pulled him out. When things grew difficult, Woo had been there to lean on. He offered guidance when needed. When the abbot had wanted to toss young Amit out into the streets to starve and die, Woo argued for him to stay. Woo was his defender, protector, and greatest champion. But Suni and Woo had agreed on one thing: Amit was one of the most skilled monks whom either had seen — possibly the most skilled. There were drills given to Amit by Woo that had proved superiority, feats of strength, speed, balance, and agility that Woo had never expected him to master, but which he’d mastered handily in days or weeks — whichever time frame was appropriately impressive or absurd. 

Amit once overheard the two discussing his future. Woo said, We need him because he will do great things. Suni had said, We must release him, because with our training and without discipline, he will do terrible things. Same skills, same excellence, same level of appreciation. To Woo, Amit’s emotional instability — always under observation but never truly contained — was an asset. To the abbot, a liability. 

Amit put one foot in front of the other, barely aware of the perilous drop to his one side. He topped scree after scree of rocks, sliding only as far as his eye had told him he’d slide, climbing in places, never caught off guard. The air was rare and thin, but it didn’t bother Amit. It was as if his time away from the monastery had been extinguished in a blink, and his lungs had retained all their former power. A hawk circled in the distance, searching for prey, like Amit.

What was the difference, really, between himself and Woo? According to Suni, Woo had embraced the idea of doing wrong so that one day he might do that which he thought of as good. But was the wrong truly wrong? Was the good he sought truly righteous? Or was it all, as the abbot said, a matter of opinion? He himself had done wrong — in the eyes of many — for a noble cause. At least, that was the way it had seemed when he’d left. The abbot saw it coming; Amit remembered his grave warning to control himself. It was the same warning the abbot had given him throughout his entire life. 

Stop.

Think. 

Meditate, but do not act from passion, because passion is deceptive.

It was the same thing Suni would say to Woo. Suni didn’t approve of Amit’s quest, and he didn’t approve of Woo’s. A few weeks ago, that hadn’t mattered. A few weeks ago, Woo had been like a father, and Suni was the cranky elder who’d never understood. Amit knew better. As had Woo. 

Of all the Sri, only Woo had encouraged Amit not to quell anger over his mother’s death so many years ago. There was no talk of transmutation, of washing himself clean of his fury. Woo argued that it was an asset. Emotion was human. It was why, Amit felt certain, Woo would have understood — even championed — his growing affection for Nisha. 

You are a monk, Amit. But below it, you are a man. Sri does not define you. 

As Sri did not define Woo, who’d never shaved his silver hair. 

Miles passed. Amit was not fatigued. He cut his feet but did not feel it. His arms brushed sharp rocks and came away streaked in red. It was like walking a gauntlet, nature lashing him with whips. It was a walk of penance, of cleansing. 

Have I done wrong?

Amit wasn’t sure, and realized he never had been. He was arrogant, as the abbot said. He never took the time to think. He obeyed what he wanted, but had not known what was best. He’d wanted the men who killed Nisha to suffer. He’d fantasized about it, reliving it often once finished. He’d wanted them alive so he could kill them again. He wanted them to wake up with their throats slit and look up at him, so that he could pull the skin from their muscles, and peel them like a fruit. Even now, even as he walked, even as he pondered his own motivations, Amit wondered if he had ever truly listened to what the others were trying to teach him. He stuffed emotions down as if into boots, so low he could walk atop them in victory. 

Meditate. Plan. Deduce. Concentrate. Repeat. 

There were drills for speed and balance, and drills for discipline. He’d fasted for days; he’d walked rocky paths like this one with no surety that he’d return from a kind of vision quest; he’d encountered animals in the wild that had wanted to cut and gut him like a fish. He’d remained silent for two months; he’d starved himself to nothing then re-experienced gluttony. He’d stood atop a post on one foot for a day; he’d hung by his neck (as if hanged) and by his bound hands (as if crucified). He’d been whipped to learn what whips felt like, to see if he could leave his body behind as it healed. He’d taken decimated muscles and rebuilt them. He’d excelled at every test. 

Sit still, Amit, and don’t think about your mother’s murder, Woo would tell him. That test he always lost. Woo was like a human medical instrument, watching his pulse and breathing. He always knew. And when Amit allowed himself to be goaded into anger rather than consciously choosing it for himself, he performed poorly. Woo could get him angry over his past, then spear him with a sword as easily as goring a cloth-and-wood dummy. When he took the insults and goading of others and chose to grow irritated, he forgot everything and was easily bested. Just as Suni, the old man, had done to him in the garden. 

Tell me, Amit, what good is training your muscles if you can be undone with a word?

Amit had manufactured words in his mind. The boys used to insult him, and he’d choose to be wounded. Now the stimuli weren’t words; they were stimuli that Amit himself held keys to. He undid himself. Others needed only to hold firm, and the knot inside himself, repressed but never quelled, would rise like a bubble of gas. 

Sit still, Amit, and don’t think about Nisha’s murder. 

That anger drove him forward. It was an engine. It wound him, like the key at the back of a toy. It served him. But was he the one in control? Or had it been like a great red cloud, controlling his strings? Had he ever been doing karmic work? Or was he doing the work of ego, spurred by the one thing he’d never learned to control? 

Was Woo his enemy? 

Of course, Woo was his enemy. He’d heard the abbot’s story. Maybe Suni had never agreed with Amit’s tendency toward anger, and perhaps the abbot had never agreed with his quest for vengeance, but Suni did agree that the man who had sold himself and his brothers to those who trafficked in lies, theft, and murder was the one who had gone bad. At least in principle. Amit had seen how the abbot had shaken his head, and the way his gaze had dropped. He was giving monk-like, philosophical lip service to the idea that Woo’s position might be as valid as his, but it was not how Suni felt. What his soul felt. What his karma and dharma said. Amit had never liked the abbot, but the man had never stepped a single toe from his true path. He was an insufferable, honorable man. 

Amit watched the horizon. Maybe he’d been wrong, and maybe he hadn’t. What was done was done. All that mattered was what came next. He would face Woo, this time with the certainty that he was doing the right thing. He would control his anger — focus and use it to his advantage, to be the machine he could be, and that both masters always saw. 

He would control himself, and face Woo. 

Maybe Amit would ask why Woo why he’d not been invited. 

The thought leapt into his mind unbidden. Once there, he couldn’t deny it. Woo had left to start the second monastery, and had taken his best warriors with him. Why not him? It didn’t make sense. Amit was the best — or at least had potential. At the time, he would have done and believed anything Woo said. If he had sworn to Amit that greater goods could be addressed by committing some wrongs, he would probably have reluctantly accepted that. Amit remembered how he’d been — how, he had to admit, he still was. He’d wanted to believe anything. He’d been robbed of his life and parents, left to starve. It all seemed so unfair. The streets teemed with disease, and the cities frothed with poverty and despair. It was easy to believe in nothing, yet Woo gave aim to his faith. There was a universal spirit: a reason for everything. The mind could be cleared by meditation. After enough practice, peace could be found. The Sri, save the occasional insult from the other boys and girls, delivered on those promises. Amit would have marched as a good soldier, even (and especially) then. 

Why hadn’t Woo brought him along? 

And why had he ordered Nisha’s murder?

The thought unhinged Amit so much that his foot slipped. He had to cling to the cliff for support. He found a clear spot and sat, crossing his legs and closing his eyes. He saw his anger as a ball inside his chest, then breathed in to quench it, out to allow it. Calm returned. Like a man testing a hot brand, Amit edged back toward the question, because it was important. 

This was all about Nisha. Amit was here at the end of her trail. It should have been obvious, but when the Möbius strip underfoot was rematched end to end — Nisha next to Woo — something defied logic. If Woo had wanted Nisha dead, why didn’t he kill her himself? He must have known where she was staying; lines of communication to the old monastery couldn’t be that tattered. They’d been a handful of miles apart, and even Suni said that monks sometimes defected and repatriated. Woo could have come. He could have sent an assassin. They were Sri; they could have easily killed her. Why had he sent word down, spanning the sea and back? Why was the chain long enough to wrap the globe? 

Amit didn’t know why. But this was where the money led, and in the end, it came down to that. Woo’s Sri didn’t have any more goods to sell than Suni’s, so they sold their services. Nisha had died because of dollars. Maybe she’d been in someone’s way; maybe she’d known something she shouldn’t have, maybe she’d soured a deal. 

Amit stood and resumed walking, his anger returning. It was empowering; it made his hands seem to fill with strength from the inside, as if slipping into gloves. He had let it go, so that he could fight. His anger drove him to battle, but he ironically couldn’t spar if it drove him. To pile one irony atop another, Amit fought best when he allowed it to surface in the end and flow through his fists. 

Maybe he’d done wrong. He wasn’t sure, and it didn’t matter. What was done was done. He could only keep moving forward, and think of Nisha. Without love, despair, or anger. He had to think of her, who she’d been and how she’d died. 

Amit didn’t know if it was right, but it was all he had. 

Nisha. 

Nisha. 

The lone man in blue walked, sun high in the sky, and indecision on his back like a beast of burden’s yoke. 














Chapter 23




THREE WEEKS AGO




THEY WERE in the barn. It had become their place. When your guardians were monks fluent in observation and stealth, privacy — genuine privacy, rather than merely perceived privacy — came at a premium. 

Amit ran his hand up Nisha’s side. She was wearing the secondhand dress that one of the monks had brought up from town following her arrival. She hadn’t been willing to tell the monks where she’d lived, so they could bring her belongings. She had offered to pay for replacements, but the monks, once they’d committed to harboring her, would hear nothing of it. She’d worked off the implied debt anyway, tending fields and washing dishes. 

“Watch your hands,” Nisha told him. 

Amit ran his hand higher. The dress moved maybe an inch, revealing a slightly larger area of skin near her knee. His gaze took in the skin, and the hand slowly exposing it. 

“I am watching it,” Amit reported. He bugged his eyes out dramatically, then moved his hand higher. 

Nisha pushed it away, laughing. His hand moved to her face and cupped it in his palm. He kissed her lightly. It was a few shades past platonic, but enough. A month ago Nisha wouldn’t accept a kiss. Even today, Amit, raised a monk, found what was given almost more than he could take. 

“I am a respectable lady in hiding.”

“And I am your protector.” 

“The abbot is my protector.”

It was true. Suni hadn’t wanted Nisha or her brother in the monastery at all (Amit thought Suni might be worried about what was already happening with the pretty young girl), but once Nisha was in, she was in. The abbot might treat her and Sameer like the unwanted wards that they were, but they were wards nonetheless. 

Amit rolled onto his side, and began to lightly rub his fingers along the swell of Nisha’s hip, toward her dress’s edge farther down, where bare skin beckoned. “The abbot,” he said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Suni wanted to throw you out. You came in need of help, and he would have thrown you to the wolves.” 

Nisha kissed him again. “Be nice.” 

“How is he protecting you now? I have kidnapped you. Taken you down the path and away from his protection. It is me you must please.” 

“Oh, is that how it is?” 

“Yes.” Amit wanted to add, So, please me, but it sounded like something Rafi would say. Not that Rafi had any more experience being pleased than Amit. Rafi was gone. He’d vanished a few days after Nisha’s arrival. Maybe he’d gone to wherever Woo was. Amit heard nothing.  

“I believe I may be done being a monk.”

Nisha turned. 

“I am serious. I have meditated on it. You will not stay with us forever, and you will need someone when you go.” He smiled. “I wish to be that someone. But of course, you must first tell me why you are running.” 

He said it as jokingly as he’d said everything else — except for the idea of leaving; that was serious. Still, Nisha turned her head. He watched her beautiful profile in the barn’s sparse light. She had awakened so much within him. His anger was gone, but other emotions had risen in their place. What would Woo say about the new sensations? Would he say to embrace them — but to keep them tamed, like a leashed dog? Probably, yes. But was that what he was doing now, taking her so far from the monastery? 

“I will,” she said. “Soon. I have to decide how to do it.” 

“Just say it. Tell me. What happened? What sent you to us?” 

“In time.” 

“But why?” 

Nisha took Amit’s hand in hers. She squeezed it between her breasts, giving him a wordless answer that was, of course, not an answer at all. It was as innocent a gesture as everything else they’d done together. Still, he felt desire stir, with no want to control it.  

She sighed, then shook her head, ready to change the subject. “Are you really thinking about leaving? Or was that a joke?” 

“I was serious. You have dealt with Suni for two months. I have dealt with him for nearly 20 years. He understands what it is to be a monk, but not what it is to be human.” 

Nisha smiled, then laid her dark hair on his chest. 

“We are taught to contain all that is within us. Our world is about discipline. But my old teacher, Woo, trained me to ask disruptive questions. I wonder, while no one else does: If what we seek to discipline is part of us, why should we discipline it at all?” 

Nisha looked over at him. Amit could kiss her all day, but refrained to finish his point. 

“I used to have problems with anger. I … have a history that, like your secret, I will one day tell you. Woo taught me to embrace and control it. The abbot would have me attempt to rid myself of the anger entirely. I am now a grown man, and continue to ask questions. I wonder about both teachings, and the nature of restraint. For all the Sri can do, not one can fail to exercise discipline. It is the one thing they are undisciplined at.” 

Nisha giggled, sensing a joke that she wasn’t sure was there. 

“I do not see what you mean.” 

“What of abandon? What of the fullness of experience? When we are together, I feel something in my chest, not too different from the beast that anger once was. My training tells me to subdue it. But what if I unleashed it instead? It seems to want to take me over entirely. It seems natural that I should feel as I do, yet I bury it to please my teachings. We are not supposed to have relationships with others, other than in friendship. The abbot says it fogs our connection to the spirit world. But I see him as afraid. For all his practice, he has never experienced abandon.” 

“Like anger.” 

Amit nodded. “For one such as I, it feels the same. You may not know. You may not be used to contemplating your inner being all day, every day.”

“I see. So, you have all this control, and wish to lose it.” 

“It is tempting.” Amit rolled, and his robe rubbed against his skin. He looked down, saw its color, and realized that Sri blue was all he’d ever known. 

Nisha smiled. “I tempt you to lose control. That makes me a poor guest at your monastery.” 

“I forgive you.” For the third time, Amit’s hand went to her leg. 

“You are still a monk.” 

“Not if you invite me to go further. I will abandon the order. We will travel. We will revel in everything, as out-of-control human beings.” 

She pushed his hand away. “Soon. But I need more time.” 

“On the secret? Or on … ?” He raised his eyebrows. 

“On both.” 

Amit leaned in. “It is okay. I do not believe I am yet prepared to handle your kind of abandon.” 

“Good.” 

He kissed her again, this time more deeply. “But I shall endeavor to learn. Quickly.”














Chapter 24




AMIT ARRIVED AT THE SECOND Sri compound to find it almost identical to the one where he’d grown up. It was about the same size, surrounded by similar walls, and gates that looked approximately as heavy. The gates were open, and no one stood guard, also like home. The openness told Amit a few things that he didn’t particularly like to think about. At least in concept, this was a place of peace. Yes, it trained assassins, and made its living by making death. But the gardens were open and gorgeous. Monks in blue robes with saffron sashes still strolled or sat in them, meditating. Open gates welcomed people, as if the compound had nothing to hide. 

Amit didn’t know what he’d expected, but it wasn’t this. The faces were different and some of the conventions seemed to have diverged (several of these peaceful-looking men had hair, for instance, and some of the women wore it long), but otherwise he felt like he could walk up to the old abbot, into the old dormitories, and find his old bed. He could walk to similar rising hills and look out over similar valleys. 

The enemy was supposed to wear different uniforms, have odd features and unusual ways of speaking. The enemy was supposed to do things that, while not necessarily sinister, were foreign. Wars were waged over differences in religion and values. With one obvious exception, the values in Woo’s compound seemed to be the same. As Amit entered — and was greeted with pleasant smiles, as if he were one of them or a welcome visitor — he saw monks in solo contemplation, in groups beneath similar peaked roofs in the gardens with crossed legs, standing in thought with their hands clasped before them. 

He stopped a tall monk with light-brown skin and hands that looked like giant thick-legged spiders. The man greeted him with palms pressed together in front of his heart and a small bow: Namaste. Amit asked the monk where he could find the abbot, Suni. 

“Suni is in the other monastery, brother.”

Amit had asked in order to watch the monk’s reaction — to get a feel for the monastery’s mood. He couldn’t approach a random pilgrim and inquire if they were the bad guys. 

The man held no malice in his answer. His words were straightforward truth: Suni was in the other monastery. Brother. 

“There is another monastery?” 

“Yes. You will find it down the winding road to the east. If you wish to reach the city, you may have an easier trip, but it will take you longer.” 

The man’s answers were almost stupid in their simplicity. Amit had come as an assassin, yet had walked through the wide open and unguarded front door. No one had asked who he was or where he came from. The man in front of him somehow understood that Amit didn’t know one monastery from the other, meaning he must be from one of the satellite orders. Still, he wasn’t the least bit guarded, as if the shadow assassins had nothing to hide. 

Amit steeled himself. “I was sent by my sensei to train as karma’s sword.” 

The man nodded. 

“Is it Suni’s group or yours I should be seeking?” 

The tall man chuckled. “We are all swords of karma. I was with the other order for a while, then came here. It is merely a difference of sensei.” 

“I was told that one group was pacifists, and the other deadly.” 

“Every man and woman has the potential to be deadly,” the monk said. “In the cities, many carry guns and knives. All are capable of lacing their fingers together and gripping the neck of another until breathing ceases. We train our bodies and minds, and grow more deadly. In the end, it comes down to choice.” 

“I do not understand.” 

“Nor did I,” the man smiled. “It is why you are here to learn.” 

“But I do not know if I am supposed to be here, or the other compound.” 

“If you seek Suni, you must start walking, because you seek the other.” 

“I know who Suni is, not necessarily that I should find him.” This was falling apart. He would have to be more specific, and hope it wouldn’t raise problems. “I wish to be trained as an agent of justice. I was told that one of the groups here is farther-thinking, willing to see past death to … ” 

“Yes. We can all see past death. If you wear that robe, you should feel the same already.” 

“Past murder. Past ending a life, for the greater good down the road.” 

A strange expression grew on the monk’s features. He didn’t look alarmed or angry, but did look mildly uncomfortable. It was the look of a man with an unpleasant task, who doesn’t wish to dwell.

“We do not wish to think of it as murder.” 

“But you are willing.” Amit hardened his features. He was still young among the Sri, and had been assumed impudent and impetuous even by those who didn’t know his history. He hoped it would come across as if he were asking the monk if he would be permitted to kill if he joined their monastery rather than asking if he’d have to. 

“When it is necessary. But we do not treat these matters lightly.” 

“What about the other group? Suni’s group?” 

“No Sri treats such things lightly,” echoed the tall monk, looking almost worried. “Where did you say you were from?” 

“There are those who believe that what must be done, must be done.” Amit felt desperate and reckless. “There is an organization, worldwide, and its business is … ” 

“I know its business.” Again, the tall monk looked uncomfortable.

“They fund this order.” 

“Yes.” 

“And you do its bidding. You train its killers.” 

The monk looked over his shoulder, as if expecting someone’s arrival. He looked around, his gaze to the gardens. Reluctantly, he returned his eyes to Amit. “You speak too simply. As if you do not see purpose behind the hand.” 

“I see it.” Amit did not, but was getting used to lying. 

“Not all people are as studied as the Sri. You should know this, if you’ve donned our robe.” The monk was acting like Amit didn’t belong, as if he had stolen another’s identity. He kept looking around, as if waiting for something. 

“I know.” 

“And with that lack of study and contemplation comes a certain shortsightedness. They believe the mortal plane is their only life — that there is no higher realm, ascension or nirvana, nothing beyond what they can see and feel. This makes them desperate, and they will use the knife to gain more for themselves in what they see as their limited time. There is turbulence. We know that there is more, that this is but a step along a longer path. It makes us responsible, as if the sword has been placed in our hands. Still, we do not wish to wield it.” 

“But you do wield it.” Amit coughed, his emotions threatening to rise. “When you must.”

“When we must.” 

“Or when you are paid.” 

The monk’s eyes flashed. For the briefest of moments, his lip curled back from his teeth, then the look faded, and his face was again pleasant. 

“Are you sure you did not find Suni?”

“I did not.” 

“Because you sound like him. For Suni, as for all Sri, karmic ends justify the means. We do what others will not if correct in the end. Sometimes, the confused souls who do not see their greater place in the universe fail to understand. That makes them violent, and we must intervene. We never do so lightly. The greater cause requires investment and income. We are willing to accept what Suni is not, yet his refusal is no more or less righteous.” 

“Do you or do you not train assassins?”

“We do not ‘train assassins.’” The way he emphasized his words made Amit think he objected to his phrasing, rather than the principle. 

“I wish to hold the sword of justice.” Amit had lost control of the discussion. “I wish to … ” 

“You do seem to wish it,” said the monk. “Perhaps this is not the place for you.” 

“I would like to see your leader.” 

He pointed. “You will find him in the south gardens, training his troops.” 

“Troops?” 

“Do you wish to join them?”  

Amit nodded.

“Then you never will, though I won’t stop you from trying. Before you go, know they wear masks when they train.” 

“Why?” said Amit. 

“Masks make them anonymous.” 

“So that their targets will not see them coming.” 

That didn’t make sense. If the “troops” were assassins, their targets wouldn’t be in the monastery to see them.

The tall monk shook his head. “Because theirs are duties of burden. They do not wish to do as they must. Masks give them privacy, so that as they can live in the monastery, and meet others eyes without shame.” 














Chapter 25




AMIT MADE HIS WAY TOWARD the gardens. He quickly rounded a corner, putting a building between himself and the tall monk. The compound doors were open, still Amit wondered if he’d be considered an intruder in a place where he should not be. The monk had looked at Amit’s robes as if thinking them stolen. It was possible he would raise an alarm. Even if this group of Sri were pacifists in concept, that changed in defense. 

Within moments, Amit heard a symphony of exertion coming from the gardens and knew he was close to his quarry. He would find his killers; the mastermind behind Nisha’s death; the monk who’d sold his soul — and his brothers’ — to organized crime. 

He found the warrior monks training in the open, led by a man with silver-white hair. 

All but Woo wore masks: smooth white moons strapped at the backs of their heads with a pair of eye holes. The monks were performing exercises Amit recognized, somewhere between a moving meditation and a marital art. He’d done the same during his long years at the other monastery. If he watched for long enough, they’d surely move into more specific, disciplined, and focused exercises — those that would teach the monks where to insert blades, paralyze, or kill, that would show them how to snap a neck without wasted movement. Amit had trained in most of those ways. It had always bothered him — the idea that he was training like a soldier, yet being ordered to refrain. Here, it almost seemed as if they’d accepted what they were. Train like a killer, and become one. If they had to wear masks and feign shame, so be it. 

There was a pile of masks on a small wooden table near where Amit stood at the group’s rear. Out of Woo’s line of sight, he retrieved one. The thing was large; it covered the entire front of his head from chin to scalp. It was hard, but thin and light, like a delicate ceramic. There was an outdent for his nose, but was otherwise featureless. 

Amit put it on, securing the strap behind his head with a strange bamboo-and-loop fastener. Once adjusted, he found that the mask was snug for something so rigid. It didn’t move around as he imagined, and the eye holes were large and close enough that his peripheral vision was unimpeded. 

He peeked around the corner, watching the monks, seeing how they moved not just in place, but as a whole around the gardens. When the group came close enough, he slipped into the back row and began the familiar exercises. Muscle memory took over. Complex maneuvers became more complicated, and Amit found that he couldn’t think. Motion felt right — almost comforting. He’d put his training to work in the outside world over the past few weeks, but had done little formal practice. Movements now gave him a sense of purpose. It reminded him who he was and what he could do. Earlier anger receded into an emotionless gray inside him. Suni had been right; Amit was strong, he was fast, and he was precise. Exercises reminded his muscles of their ability, and watching what his body and mind could do, he began to feel his power. Amit was among killers, willing to do what must be done. He had a duty, to karma and Nisha. If karma refused to strike Woo for what he’d done, then Amit must. 

The repetition stirred dormant pathways in his brain. Amit remembered his strength. He remembered his precision. Anger was not in the way. The group exercises disbanded, and they moved on to sparring. Amit easily bested his opponent. There was no animosity. His partner was a problem to be solved, and every time he tried to strike, Amit answered the flash of his riddling. A punch was too high. Amit ducked, countered, laid the other man flat. 

At the front of the group, Woo sparred with one of his students. There was no mercy. Woo was more experienced and faster, but was not lowering his game or allowing another to win. Among the shadow monks — and Amit had seen this firsthand for most of his life — you learned through failure or not at all. There was no beginner level when it came to sparring. Elders and senseis would teach the boys and girls, then challenge them to use their skills to battle a random adversary. Sometimes, Amit drew an opponent his age and easily won. Sometimes, he drew an adult and returned to the dormitory battered and bruised. The adults and older children made a mockery of Amit’s acquired skills. They knew the countermovements, and Amit felt ridiculous trying his simple tricks to beat them. But because those adults never flinched from their counters, Amit learned to improvise and developed counters of his own. He taught himself to attack in unexpected ways. He’d thought he’d been doing what was sensible, but one day the abbot had called him aside and chastised him for striking too roughly. As a 9-year-old, he’d sent a man in his 20s to the infirmary. The abbot said he wasn’t fighting fair. Amit had asked if “fair” meant allowing himself to be easily bested. The abbot had no answer beyond his muttering. 

Amit felled one monk after another. He grew more aggressive. His anger stayed buried, but his confidence — which had taken a hit after his non-battle with the abbot — was starting to return. The trick was to forget the rules. There were conventions in fighting, and winning came from discarding the laws. Amit had been taught attacks. He questioned their efficacy. He improvised his own, even here and now, as an adult whose training would typically have been fully entrenched and unchanging. His opponents — watching before they faced him, even while fighting others — began to look over. The mood in Amit’s immediate circle took on a tinge, as if charged with electricity. Heads turned more than they should have. By Amit’s fifth partner, those he fought had begun to anticipate his unconventional attacks. He changed them again, and made some conventional, spearing the throat of one man with two fingers — a basic move he’d learned when 6, when he’d been humiliatingly defeated by elders who’d learned the counterattack decades earlier. 

Instinct took over. Amit couldn’t be hit, or even touched. He found a space inside of himself where everything moved like sap. He had all the time in the world. His sparring partner would launch a strike, and it would feel to Amit as if he paused the world before responding — as if watching from outside himself. He had eyes above and below, to the right and the left. Everything was simple to dodge and parry. 

While fighting his seventh or eighth partner, Amit caught a flash of something that disarmed him: a large birthmark that looked almost like a spill of blood.

The second’s hesitation cost him. His opponent’s fist struck him hard in the cheek. It was the first strike of any size to touch him, and his aggressive sparring caused the other to shove his entire body behind the strike. 

Her entire body. 

Amit’s mask cracked at the strap, hung for a moment, wanting to balance on his nose, then fell. 

A female voice behind his opponent’s mask said, “Amit?”

Amala removed her mask. 

“Amit, is that you?” 

Amala wasn’t asking because she was unsure; she couldn’t believe it. 

One after another, monks around them stopped fighting. Amit looked toward Woo, and saw a small smile light the old man’s mouth at the corners.

“Brothers and sisters,” he said. “An old friend has returned.” 

The other monks turned to look at Woo, then Amit. 

“For a sacrifice drill,” Woo added. 














Chapter 26




THE MONKS, ALL IN THEIR masks except for Amala, turned toward Amit. There was no malice in what he could see of their eyes or body language, nor was there hesitation. Amit had never heard of a sacrifice drill (it didn’t exist at the other compound), but he had a good idea of what it must be. If these monks were only barely willing to do what was required, then high-stakes drills — drills that ended with one pilgrim dead — would serve to remind them of what was at risk, and keep them practiced in what mattered most. 

“Amit,” said Amala. There was much in that word. But she wasn’t able to say more, because others moved around her, squeezing her back like the slow surge of a thick liquid. They gave him space, but stood ready. Giving first move courtesy to the sacrifice. 

Amit stood still. “I do not wish to fight.” 

“Oh, come on,” said Woo from the gathering’s head. “Most of us know you better than that.” 

The stalemate broke. A big man came at him, and although Amit hadn’t seen him in years and couldn’t see his face around the mask, he knew the attacker as Rafi. He hadn’t changed. The others were waiting, but Rafi was surging in, more stupid than mean. It was his weakness. Anger was Amit’s. Rage had allowed Rafi to beat him many times in his youth, in many informal battles. Amit was not angry now. He had stuffed it down, and his mind was still buzzing from his earlier flow. Rafi was still stupid. 

The charge was, for a shadow monk, large, brash, and arrogant: a kill strike, coming for the head. Amit could see what would happen next as if his attacker had flashed a giant sign: He would take his arm, twist it across his body, then drive a pair of knuckles into the back of Amit’s neck at the spine. In the past, burdened by the baggage of years, Amit would have been weakened by Rafi’s aggression. This time he was ready. The attack was laughably obvious. He allowed Rafi to take his arm, then pivoted away, pulled, and rolled the big man across his back. Rafi struck the circle on the opposite side. 

Amit stood tall, his face set. None of this was making him nervous or angry. It was what it was; what would be, would be. Any outcome was fine. The moment was his, but karma and fate owned the rest. If he died, he died, and it was good, because he would be reborn. If he won, he won, and it was good, because he’d be able to take the next step. But Amit didn’t think he would win. They were too many, and wouldn’t wait to face him one by one. This wasn’t a drill of delicacy and precision; it was one of blunt force. 

The shadow monks buried their shame behind masks. They didn’t want to kill, but were willing to kill when needed. A sacrifice drill would remind them of what it meant to end a life, but it wouldn’t be savored. 

Woo had taught Amit to question the obvious. To try new approaches, no matter how odd, and easily outmaneuver his adversaries by capitalizing on their resistance. 

If they could only come all at once with a brute force attack. No one would land a precise blow, because there would be too many. They would simply converge, then crush him. They would step on him if they had to; they would wrap their many hands around his neck and squeeze. They would batter him with a fusillade of small punches because there would be no room for large ones. They would not be able to kick him, sweep his legs, or strike him broadside. He’d be able to see everything coming. 

Hands reached for him. Arms cocked back. Eyes widened. 

Fight, said a voice inside him.

Amit would fight if he could. He was good at sparring: strong, fast, and precise. He’d done all of the kill drills himself, on practice dummies or halfway on real opponents. He’d taken the old drills in new directions, ending the lives of those who’d ended Nisha’s. Fighting true meant fighting with honor, but it would be useless. You couldn’t overwhelm a circle of 10 once inside your radius, or when another 10 were coming right behind them. 

You have to fight. 

Inside him, like a coward, another voice said, Run.

He couldn’t run. They were all around him.

Amit could control his voluntary muscles (and plenty of the supposedly involuntary ones) to a degree most people could never imagine. Even among the shadow monks, Amit was one of the best. That advantage was nullified with so many against him, but that was only true if he fought. If instead he turned strength, speed and precision toward flight … 

He ducked. His legs scissored to the sides, into a split, and Amit descended like a dropping stone. He struck at two of the encroaching monks on his way down, but wasn’t trying to fight. He drove his fists upward so that the counteraction would drive his body downward faster than gravity alone. Once down, in a split second, Amit brought his spread legs back together and tucked them up, becoming like a small round ball. He couldn’t roll like a marble to freedom, but could surprise the first shadow monk whose legs he tucked between, then find himself behind the first row and in front of the second. 

Amit searched his mind, scrolling through a lifetime of training in less than a second. He wasn’t searching for what he’d been taught. He was searching for what he hadn’t been. Amit knew hundreds of strikes using his hands and hundreds more using his legs. He also knew how to fight a tall man or a short one, a fat man or a thin woman, an attacker with a knife, and an attacker with one gun or several. But Amit couldn’t think of a single time he’d been taught to fight someone crawling around his feet, and he’d never been taught to deflect a blow from below. 

Shameless, Amit drove his fist hard into the monk’s crotch nearest to him. Robes were mostly genderless and the monks thin and lean, so it was difficult to tell men from women when faces were concealed. This one was a man; he crumpled like a wad of cheap paper. 

Amit let the monk fall on top of him, draping him as he scampered like a horse’s saddle. A second later, all attention turned down, and the monks started to stomp like children. It wasn’t that no one knew how to defeat an enemy at their feet; it was that everyone knew the bluntest ways to try. In close quarters, they could only swing their feet in minute arcs, stomp and punch as far as the sea of others around them allowed. Superior numbers had been turned into a disadvantage. More was better until it wasn’t. 

The groaning monk on Amit’s back took the brunt. Amit fished the small knife from his robe’s inner hem, looked up, saw a bare inner thigh, and resisted the urge to slash its femoral artery lengthwise. He could kill, but for the first time did not want to. It seemed wrong. Too obvious, for a doomed sacrifice to eliminate a few of his less-prepared attackers on his way down. Somehow, he had to find the difference between himself and those he’d come to find. He had to know how Woo was different from him. Without that difference, his quest held no meaning.

Instead, Amit slashed one ankle, then another, and another. Cuts were deep but nonlethal, and in the press of bodies none of the otherwise-infallible fighters saw them coming. He grasped their uncut legs and yanked. Three monks hopped, staggered, and fell. Amit pulled them down onto his body. The three he’d cut were geysers of blood, calf muscles ripped and unable to flex. 

Wherever a shadow monk fell, surrounding Sri began to stomp and kick. Order had vanished, and the entire gathering — all highly trained killing machines — degenerated to the panicked flails of a rioting crowd. 

Amit reached a spot where he could finally move. Before rising, he snatched the mask from a fallen monk beside him. At least two Sri knew that he’d been the true, original target and saw the switch, but two on one, with room to maneuver, was something he could handle. Still on his back, Amit reached up and grasped the first monk by the robe, then pulled hard, at the same time driving his foot upward into the other monk’s throat. A woman’s mask shattered as she fell to the dirt, gasping for breath, face coated with spilled blood from another’s gushing leg.

He sprang up to face the other, who charged with the same two-fingered eye jab Amit had used on the next-to-last of Alfero’s men. He scrunched his head back; his longer arm reached the man’s forward-thrust face in plenty of time. His mask cracked but did not fall. His head tipped back, and Amit saw his chance to slash the attacker’s throat. Instead, he slammed it with his elbow, leaving the man and woman choking side by side like a matching set. 

Masked, Amit pushed his way into the crowd rather than from away from it. The others were too distracted and confused; Amit wore an unbroken white mask above a blue robe with a saffron sash, same as the monks around him. He threw a few token kicks, always moving forward, surging toward the front, where Woo watched behind a vague smile. 

Amit was halfway to Woo when something large struck him from behind and drove him to the ground. Curry assaulted his nostrils. A rough voice came from behind his right ear as his chest pressed into the dirt. 

“You have blood on your sash.” Rafi’s hot reeking breath was all over Amit. “If anyone was paying attention, they’d have easily seen you.” 

“A good magician understands that the real magic comes in misdirection.” Amit managed to keep his voice calm, even as the ox pressed him flat. 

“Is that what you are? A magician, now that you no longer have Woo to protect you?” 

Someone’s blood spattered on his face as Rafi pressed Amit to the dirt. The monk assassins were apparently fighting each other in their confused attack-and-defense; no one seemed to realize that the pair on the ground held their target. 

“You can have Woo,” said Amit. “I am tired of him.” 

Rafi spun to keep Amit pinned while swinging an elbow into his nose. Amit heard a crack, and wondered if he’d still be as handsome once this was over. 

“You weren’t good enough. Haven’t you figured that out? You thought you were special. Woo’s special project, the poor little boy with the dead mother. But when it came down to it, he left you behind, because you weren’t shit.” 

Amit turned his head slightly, catching Rafi’s ugly eyes through the holes in his mask. “You have learned the American slang. Let me try it: ‘Shit.’” He chuckled. “It is a delightful word.” 

Rafi hit him again, this time with his fist. Amit had always been able to take him easily on equal footing, but there was little he could do when pinned.

“Fuck you.” 

“Ah!” said Amit, laughing through his broken nose. “So delightful!”

Rafi rolled him halfway over, still carefully keeping him pinned to the ground with his superior weight. He ripped off his mask. Rafi was repugnant as ever.

“I’m going to make the sacrifice myself.”

“I am so proud of you.” 

“I don’t know why you came here,” Rafi snarled. “But I’m glad.” 

“Me, too.” Amit smiled, tasting his blood. “This has been mutually enjoyable.” 

Rafi reached for his neck, placed one strong hand around Amit’s throat, then another, and squeezed. 

Amit had strong hands, but Rafi’s, mostly by virtue of their size, were almost as strong. Amit felt his windpipe compress, then nearly flatten. He slowed his breath, trying to summon control. His heart wanted to beat with adrenaline, but he held it down, staring into an interior ball of light and feeling it power him like a battery. Amit’s mind began to swim. His vision wanted to dim. He tried fighting his way to the surface, but couldn’t move or flail. It seemed easiest to surrender.

Something came from the right side of Amit’s vision and embedded itself in Rafi’s neck. A great flood of gushing red spilled onto Amit’s face and robe. He turned as the large hands began to relax and gasped, taking giant gulps of air, trying to control himself through a slow return to the surface. The blood stream moved from his face, and Amit found he could look back up. He spit what had gathered in his mouth. Rafi’s hands were on their way to his throat, looking like two great red gloves. Amala was behind and above him, holding Rafi by the hair with one hand, four fingers of her other hand buried in his neck.

She withdrew her fingers with a large glut of dangling pulp, dropped him to the side, still twitching, then held up her hand and inspected her long fingernails — painted red in Rafi’s blood.

A large, loud voice boomed from the group’s front: Woo, yelling for all to stand down. 

“A sacrifice is a sacrifice,” he said with what was almost a laugh. Amit came up on his elbows and saw Woo looking over as the crowd parted around them. “Thank you, Amit, for proving me right.” 














Chapter 27




“DON’T,” SAID WOO. “IT’S TOO obvious.” 

Amit was palms to the arms of Woo’s chair, preparing to rise. Woo was across the sparse room, facing the window, his hands in front of himself, rolling his prayer beads. It was a thoughtful pose, and bait. Amit had fallen for it.

Woo turned. “I trained you better than that. You would strike when my back was turned?” 

“I would strike whenever I could, whether it seemed ‘correct’ or not.” 

“As I taught you. But you knew what I was doing, and that I’d know what you were thinking. An attack would be foolish. Were you responding to anger, letting your need for vengeance interfere with your logic, as you used to?” 

Amit thought. That’s what Woo said Amit always used to do: act rashly because an emotion overtook him instead of stopping to consider that action’s logical outcome. Stopping to think was something every person should do, but it was very much something a shadow monk — who was like a perpetually loaded weapon — should have mastered before they could use a toilet on their own. Amit didn’t think he was angry now, or vengeful, or anything else. He was more or less calm, as he’d managed to stay throughout the battle with his brothers and sisters. 

Woo shrugged. 

“You didn’t kill them. In the battle. You could have, you know.” 

“Why would I kill them?” 

“Because they were trying to kill you.” 

“They were following your instructions,” Amit replied.

“My instructions to kill you. Did that not anger you?”

“If it did, my rage would have been for you, not my brothers. 

Woo laughed. “‘Your brothers.’ You sound like the abbot.” 

“Are they not my brothers?” 

“Not during battle. It matters not how they would have greeted you upon arrival, or how they might smile and bow when greeting you now.” 

Amit had come to kill Woo, and here he was with another lecture. Woo controlled this place, and could probably defeat Amit in a fair fight. He had stopped the battle outside. If he hadn’t, Amit would be dead. Whether his vengeance still extended to his sensei or not, he had to proceed logically, without excess emotion. When Woo died, it must be because it made sense and because it was correct, not because he had driven Amit to action through anger. 

“All the more reason to leave them alive. Their temporary desire to kill suggests that I rise above to see the bigger picture.” 

“That is what makes this place different from the monastery where we once lived together. I know you have been to see Suni. What did he say? Did the abbot swear that we have turned dark? Do you feel we serve crime? That we have betrayed our vows in the service of money?” 

“I do.” 

“Or can you see how we are rising above to see the bigger picture? There are many wrongs in this world, Amit, and we serve but a small slice of those wrongs. There are larger foes — not to us, but to humanity itself. To the spirits of nations. What is the planet’s prevailing mood, Amit? Where are we going as a people? Do you think it’s in the correct direction? Do you even know of the strings behind it all, holding it up and making the puppet dance?”

Amit wanted to answer, but Woo’s cobbled questions made it clear that none wanted answers. He waited, relaxed but ready, unsure which way the encounter might tip. 

“The organization thinks it controls us. They do not. We choose to serve them because of that old expression: The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Their funds allow us to reach those who would upset the world’s balance of power in a direction that would be incorrect overall. Most cannot see it, but we do. Sometimes, bad things must happen before good can occur, just as the Christians believe the world had to flood — and everything had to die — before all was reborn.” 

Amit’s skin crawled. “You want to manipulate the power structures. You want to kill and twist truths until the world’s governments do what you feel is right.” 

Woo turned, then made a small gesture toward Amit with his beads. “No, Amit. That is exactly the point. We do not want to do any of it. We do it because we must, and because no one can. Just as those monks out there did not want to kill you. They were attacking you because I declared a sacrifice drill. We do them from time to time, because we must. Someone will volunteer to be prey, the others will fight until he or she is dead. We must always remind ourselves: Life on this plane is temporary and means little in the scheme of ascension, and we must always remember that it is our duty, when required, to kill.”

Woo continued rubbing his beads, eyes boring into Amit. 

“In the old monastery, they say a monk must never fight or kill. Monks must train and become potentially deadly, but never cross the line to become actually deadly, as you yourself have recently crossed. I thought it a waste. I kept thinking of all the things we could do if we were willing to set aside prejudices about right and wrong. The Sri have always agreed with that, more or less — with one exception. You remember how I told you to question everything, even my teachings? How you must never fall into the trap of thinking, ‘We will walk our own path instead of blindly following orders … just as our teachers command us?’ That was the way with the Sri, and they never saw it. If the shadow monks had removed themselves from society and trained hard because they believed it was right to suffer short-term sacrifices for longer-term benefit, why would they never question themselves? Why would the Sri, who claimed to rise above, never question their own ways?”

Amit was trying to take it all in, and not react rashly. Woo had been like a father, and Amit’s inborn tendency was to listen. His words sounded almost rational. But unbidden, somewhere deeper in his mind, he saw the image of a beautiful girl with her throat slit, lying in a puddle of blood. 

He swallowed, blinking it back. 

“The monks were not all cold and dispassionate. Rafi wanted to kill me.” 

“Rafi, yes,” Woo said. Amit cocked his head, watching as the older man paced, then paused by the window’s edge. “Rafi didn’t pick on you because you were smaller, Amit. Maybe at first, yes, but later, as you both grew older, Rafi had a second, more powerful reason that was not your fault. Rafi had a love. He should not have, as a monk of the Sri, but boys will be boys. The one he loved did not love him back. She loved another instead. Another, as it turned out, who did not appreciate her affections … just as she did not appreciate Rafi’s.” 

Amit looked around the room, as if he might suddenly see someone standing between them — tall and pretty, with a birthmark on her neck. 

“I could have allowed the battle to continue, Amit. But why bother? You had already proven yourself worthy of all I’d known you could do. A sacrifice was already made. Two sides of that old triangle had collapsed. Amala has killed before, but this time she took the life of a man who loved her to save the man she loved herself.” 

Amit’s head had sagged. He looked up. 

“You had something special, Amit. Something I thought Rafi had, though I was wrong. He had the fire, but was neutered by the impotence of his desire. You said he wanted to kill you, and was not merely acting in spirit of the drill. You are right; I’m sure he did. Can you imagine? Years spent stuffing unrequited love deep inside himself, struggling to be a proper monk, only to see you suddenly reappear? A shadow monk should not engage in affairs of the heart, so he watched Amala every day, never acting, always pretending that he did not feel as he did, despite his obvious glances, or how he held his body when she was nearby. Eventually, I imagine he found a kind of peace — as much as he could. It must have been terrible when you appeared. You were salt in an open wound, and Amala was again looking at you with doe’s eyes. For Rafi, that must have been torture — a reminder that he was not the only one with inappropriate desires. The object of his affection had those same desires, and aimed them at another.” 

Amit shook his head. “You wanted him to kill me.” 

“Not at all. I wanted to test the chemistry of passion.” Woo rubbed his prayer beads, then resumed walking. “I saw potential in you from the start, Amit. The abbot and others did not want you in the order because they felt you were too volatile. They were right; you were. That was why I wanted you in the order. You could do things few could, and no one at the same experience levels. You were fast and strong. When you fought, you always won, sometimes even against much bigger or more experienced monks. Why? Shadow monks all share the same training, the same disciplines, the same diet and the same exercise. It wasn’t due to inherent strength; those you sometimes bested could lift much more. It was your anger. The others knew they were supposed to train; you wanted to. The others were instructed to fight as part of their practice; you wanted to fight. The others knew they must sometimes cause pain; you wanted to cause it. How could a motivated fist not eventually do greater damage than a sensible one?” 

“No,” said Amit, still sitting. “I learned. I grew. I contained my anger, and learned to control it.” But he wasn’t sure. Not only had Amit’s anger fled him when fighting the abbot; it had flat-out betrayed him. It made him foolish, not better.

“In a sense,” said Woo. “We worked to control your anger, but I never asked you to banish it. When the abbot learned of what I was teaching you, he became very angry. You wanted to hurt others, and I encouraged it. We simply focused your anger, never trying to wash it away. The abbot said it was a crime, that a monk should never desire to do the worst of what he must do. But the abbot’s words were merely ritualism. Blind obedience to the rules. If rage made a better fighter, why were we not willing to experiment? But the abbot was in charge, and his word was stronger than mine. As the others intervened, you learned to mask your feelings. But they were still there — rage in you, love in Amala, and jealousy in Rafi. There was something about the three that made for a ticking bomb. Rafi kept himself to himself, and Amala to herself. Your training continued, and eventually the bomb stopped ticking. But the seed was planted. Here.” Woo tapped his sliver temple.

He turned and looked into Amit’s eyes. “Tell me, Amit. Why are you here?” 

He considered lying, but there was no point. Woo was seven steps ahead. “Nisha.” 

Woo nodded. “Nisha. She was lovely.” 

Nisha came to the monastery after Woo left. Amit’s temperature rose; Woo’s saying he knew her was, Amit believed, an admission of guilt. “Who was she to you?” 

“A girl from town. A girl who tried, once, to sell me flowers in the square.” He paused. “A girl who reminded me, Amit, of your mother.” 

“You knew my mother?” 

Woo nodded. “Very well. She was my own forbidden love. We are all hypocrites, Amit. We try to be pure, but pervert the word’s meaning. To men like the abbot, ‘pure’ means to purge ourselves of all that makes us human, and become like machines. But we are not machines, and must fight what our minds and bodies desire. Some, I feel, is for the best. Some is not. My time with your mother was like nothing I’ve experienced in a lifetime of being Sri. It lasted just one week, then my version of the abbot — a man named Boor — convinced me that my emotions were unbefitting a shadow monk. I let her go, but couldn’t stop myself from secretly keeping my eye on her.” He nodded at Amit. “Along with the child she had shortly after, and the man who pretended to be his father.” 

Amit watched Woo, quelling an internal tempest. There was too much inside, and he needed to go somewhere and meditate. Woo could be lying, but Amit didn’t think he was. But really, what would it change if Woo was his father? He’d been like a father for all of his life, and Amit would still have to kill him. Blood altered nothing.

“When she was killed, it broke my stone-cold Sri monk’s heart. No one knew who had killed her or why, and nobody knew of my connection to her. Boor — the only one who had known — was five years dead by then. In the end, it mattered little. All monks were permitted to take apprentices, so I could argue my choice, even if my apprentice was too old, too traumatized, too unbalanced. When I met Nisha, I saw the same spark in her eyes that I’d seen in your mother. I knew, as surely as I know the lines on my palms, that you would love her as I had once loved a girl just like her.” 

Amit stood. 

“Sit down, Amit,” said Woo. 

“You had her killed.” 

“If I say yes, will you come at me? Will you choose misplaced anger over sense? As I have told you over and over, there is a fine line. Use your anger, and you will be unstoppable. Be used by your anger and you are as simple to master as a four-piece puzzle.” 

Amit fought for control. His forehead was warm; spiders of heat crawled across his bald scalp, down his neck, and into the folds of fabric around his neck. Riddles. All riddles. When he’d fought Suni, had he been used by his anger? Was he a missile of rage with transparent intentions? If he went at Woo, would it be different? Or would it be as it was with his earlier foes, where anger was deep, guiding him like a trusted accomplice?

Amit breathed. He stood, pushing the swell down — asking it to wait rather than retreat.

Woo resumed pacing. “I thought Rafi could be trained to do what you could, Amit. I need men with passion. Women, too. I tried with Amala as with Rafi, but until today she has never had a compelling reason to act on her passions. I was not deceiving you; I did not stop the fight on a whim. I now have my sacrifice, and although none of the other monks know the nature of that offering, I do. Perhaps she can be the success that Rafi never could. Rafi was slow. His passion for Amala was soft and his hatred of you impossible to direct. Amala is fast. But her passion is similarly soft, and has little to fight for.” A small smile touched Woo’s eyes. “But you, Amit. You had that seed from the start. You can never repay the world for your mother’s murder, and will therefore always have an open wound. Even I do not know who killed her. Believe me, I tried to find out, but it seems to have been random — one of those things our karma brings us, or her, that we are not meant to understand. But an unpaid debt can be an asset, as we saw with your training. Every opponent was your mother’s murderer. Hate, Amit. Hate can be unstoppable.” 

“And what if my hatred turned on you?” 

Woo shrugged. “You would have a good reason to hate me. I befriended Nisha, then told her a secret that did not exist. I brought her to our compound and showed her what we did, to make her believe. I spoke of a government we would infiltrate, and told her why that government was dangerous to the world’s well-being. Then I told her that our most recent job had flip-flopped and that bad men threatened to crush us, as those who were seeking to unseat their power. I told her that I feared for my life, and that I may have gotten her into danger. I told her I feared for her life, then vanished, knowing she’d believe the worst had happened — and that she’d never be able to find our monastery again on her own. Knowing that when she asked around, the people below would send her to the only other monastery they knew.” 

“You set her up.” 

Woo nodded. His voice taunting he said, “How does it make you feel?”  

“You killed her.” 

Woo shook his head. His hair had grown long, and the movement of his neck caused the silver-white hair to dance like snow in a storm. “It is not difficult to manipulate the organization. They believe they control us, but their minds are simple, and it is easy to pull their strings as they think they pull ours. I told them that she was a problem. I made sure the order was given down the right chain of command, so that you’d be able to follow it. I told them to slit her throat. To make it painful. To make sure you were there. To make sure you wetted your palms in her warm blood, and ideally watched her draw her last breath. You were already a nut, halfway cracked. It would not take much to split you open the rest of the way.”

Amit felt hot blood rise through the artery in his neck and spill across his bare scalp like boiling water. He felt his face flush. His hands gripped the chair arms, nails scratching tiny lines in the wood. He tried to remember what both Woo and the abbot had said about being mastered by anger. He tried to recall countless incidents in his childhood, flying off the handle then having to be brought down. After every incident, he’d reflected and felt foolish, seeing how easily his decisions were hijacked by something foreign. If he’d stopped and considered — mastered the anger — he’d have made different choices. But even knowing all he knew — remembering how easily Suni had seen through him and laid him flat — Amit found himself unable to quell his rage. Slipping into it felt like donning armor. It made him strong. The anger, as it settled onto his shoulders, was powerful, as if he could tear through walls and bite through steel. 

“If you wanted her dead,” said Amit, a pulse throbbing at his temples, “why did you not kill her yourself?” 

“Two birds, one stone.” Woo’s manner and voice were both maddeningly casual. “I was bound to the organization, and while they are not far-thinking or morally minded, their reach is large. Defying them would be … complex. But you? You were not bound to them at all. You were not acting on orders. You could do what had to be done without leaving a trail for others to follow.” 

“You had me do your dirty work.” 

“For the greater good, Amit.” Woo’s eyes were practically begging Amit to understand. “The Sri are — and have always been, since well before my time and regardless of organization ties — the most elite of assassins. We are the reason a madman did not rise in the shambles of the Soviet Union, to pick up the pieces and assemble an unstoppable war machine. We are the reason a nuclear weapon was not detonated in Israel in 1994 and 1997, or in Istanbul in 2001. The elders I grew up with were the reason the Cuban Missile Crisis did not become the Cuban Missile Calamity. Most of what we’ve done is not so visible, but we are not vain. Shadow monks do not seek credit for our work. We do not need or want it. We do what we do to maintain balance, no matter how many ill tasks there may be between a problem and its resolution. What we do is always for the greatest good, even if it looks like evil. Or betrayal.”

“You would kill an innocent to advance your quest?” 

“She had to be innocent, Amit, to awaken the sleeper inside of you.” 

“You are insane.” 

Woo shook his head. “I am a teacher.” 

Amit took two steps forward. Woo did not step back or flinch. His dark unblinking eyes met Amit’s. 

“Why did I not take you with me, Amit? You must have wondered. You were like my son, well before you ever knew that you literally were. I taught you to nurture your anger, and to break the rules when you knew better. I taught you heresy. We are the bloody fist. We would go where the likes of Suni — who wished to choke the Sri’s function — would not. Where they emphasized more meditation, we emphasized training. Where they would hesitate, we would march boldly forward and do what had to be done. He feels that I am short-sighted and greedy in my closer ties to the organization, but I am merely ‘thinking outside the box,’ as the Westerners say. For a while, the organization’s aims were like ours, and they had the money we needed. We rode the horse for as long as we could, and when the horse went mad, we unsheathed our scimitars and slit its throat. Suni professes to do what is best for the majority, but stops short when faced with distasteful decisions. But to do so is arrogant and self-centered. It is putting his own desires ahead of karma’s.” 

“This is not about karma.” Amit said it steadily, hoping it sounded wise and authoritative. Inside, rage churned like a red tempest. Mastery or mastered? He could let the tempest from its bottle, but had no idea which direction it might go. 

“But it is, Amit. Karma is action and reaction: debts being paid. You could not repay the world for your mother, but you could overpay it for another … if there was another who required your vengeance. You thought Nisha was what you needed. But what you actually needed was another dead lamb, so you could settle the score for its slaughter.” 

“Action and reaction,” said Amit. “Like tipping dominoes.” 

Woo stepped closer, his manner almost enthusiastic. Amit had to refrain from thrusting his fist through the older man’s face. Doing so would feel very good. But was it the right choice?

“Exactly!” said Woo. “You do understand. Why did I not take you with me? Because you were not ready. There would have always been a seed of doubt inside you. You had the gift of rage, and it made you like no fighter I have ever seen. I could teach you to meditate and make congress with that rage, but you would always wonder if unleashing was right. You had to see for yourself what it could do, and how it could serve you. I could not drag you behind me like a brainwashed disciple, Amit. That was what I tried to do with Rafi, but Rafi’s conditioning was too thick. Morality bound his hands behind his back. He would never sacrifice anyone other than you, and he couldn’t even do that. You had to come here on your own. Today, you stand before me as a merciless killer, rage personified. I can see it thickening the veins in your neck and scalp. You are trying to control it, and failing. Your lip belies teeth clenched beneath. Your hands are open, but I can see you fighting to keep them that way. Your eyes are turbulent, but before they were wild and untamed. Now they are focused and pure, because you have finally tasted the blood you have wanted all your life.” 

“And now,” said Amit, “I am going to kill you.” 

Woo laughed. Then he smiled, reached out, and adjusted the folds of Amit’s robe. When he looked up, a rocket of hatred launched from him into the old man. Superhuman strength kept Amit’s hands open and at his sides, just as it kept his teeth from gnashing. 

“Of course,” said Woo. “That is why we opened the gates, and allowed you to enter.”














Chapter 28




AMIT’S NECK PULSED LIKE A ticking clock. The room was nearly silent after Woo stepped back — only distant sounds of exertion from an in-progress training whispered from across the compound, though blood throbbed in his veins hard enough that Woo had to hear it. 

“You want me to kill you.”

“No man wants to die. But it is for the greater good, and I am prepared.”

“You are out of your mind.” 

Woo shook his head. “Step back from the precipice and think, Amit: You dispatched two bosses — Telford, a fool, and his boss, Alfero, who understood the ways in which Sri’s aims clashed with his organization’s, and therefore probably saw this coming. The deaths of those two key men mean that the shadow monk’s connection to the organization is effectively severed. The larger organization will be angry, and search for those who stung them, but you are Sri, and will be able to hide — or defeat any who come. This compound has ideals higher and purer than the old monastery’s, but I am from the old guard, and have reservations deep within me that you do not. I can kill, but I cannot torture. I can manifest cruelty, but cannot orphan children, as you have done. You are the machine that I am not and cannot be. Now that you have blossomed, you are the leader this order needs.” 

Amit felt the anger recede, driven back by cold water. He took a step away from Woo, his hands suddenly clammy. 

“I am not like you.”

“But you are, Amit. And you are so much better. You always had potential. When we sparred, I won because I was older and was a sensei. I knew what you knew because I’d taught it to you. Without that advantage, I could never have matched you. You were too fast. Pure and precise in your strikes. Your fingers and toes could do things I’d never seen. You could interpret the movements of your foes before they were made, almost as if you could smell the chemicals fueling their muscles. I’ve watched you parry strikes seconds before they came, then unseat the attacker by the time the strikes were launched. I’ve watched you dance around opponents as if they were frozen. I am told that Alfero’s men stood around a car that should have been your coffin, peppering holes with machine guns. How did you survive? Did you anticipate it? Did you know what they would do, and use it to your advantage? You just escaped three dozen highly trained shadow assassins. I do not know how you do what you do and never have, but all that ever — ever — held you back when we trained was a sense of moral restraint.” 

“Suni bested me. Easily.” 

Woo chuckled. “Because you did not feel a need to kill him, and held back.” 

“No. It was because anger is a vice. I became angry, and the anger made me predictable.” 

Woo shook his head. “You were outmatched because your anger was misdirected, and you knew it. You saw Suni as your enemy, but your deeper mind knew better. Think, and you will see. Whatever drove you to seek Suni at his monastery was counterpointed by 20 years under his law. You were angry in the moment and needed someone to absorb that anger, but millions of tiny signs over the years contradicted your rage, and swore that Suni was not who you sought.” 

“No.” 

Woo was nodding. “Yes.” 

“I only succeed when suppressing my anger. You were wrong, teaching me to embrace it.” 

Woo’s eyes were full of pity. “You are what you are, Amit. Do not banish your rage; it is part of you as surely as your heart. You must not proceed calmly, which is how Suni would ask you to. You must go forward as you are, rather than feigning serenity. I never told you to bury your emotions, just as I never asked Rafi or Amala to bury theirs. We all have what we have, and must learn to use what the universe gave us. Do not be calm, Amit. You must stay honest enough to be angry. Control that anger, use and focus it so you will see what must be done.” 

Woo moved his shoulders back, subtly presenting his chest as if waiting for Amit to strike.

“I will not kill you.”

As the words passed Amit’s lips, he felt their heavy irony. Wasn’t that what he’d come here to do?

“You must. The successor cannot truly reign while the teacher lives. You are to lead an order of men and women born to do the world’s dirty work. We are the only ones who can cut disease from the planet like surgeons. We are not fogged by prejudice and the ancient grudges of our predecessors. We are not distracted by a complex modern society, and our morals and values are not the ephemeral cobwebs of whim. You cannot imagine the chaos prevented by the Sri throughout our history. We are like a parent, barring destructive children from quarrels. The world would not have survived without our hidden hand, Amit, and it cannot survive going forward without the firmer hand that this new order of shadow monks represents. There are texts in my drawers. They will show you what you need after I am dead. If you are to lead such men and women, you must be more than they are, or their faith in you will falter. It is not sensible for one such as me to simply hand over control. We are not a presidency changing hands with a shake. Killing one’s predecessor is a symbolic act, honored since the dawn of man.” He swallowed. “And so, Amit, is killing one’s father.” 

Amit shook his head. “I will not do it. I am past my anger.” He turned, but his feet felt heavy. He was a man unwilling to accept a suspicious gift. He wanted what felt too dangerous to open. 

“You would walk away?” 

“It is as you said: ‘for the greater good.’” 

His slow feet betrayed him. Woo moved in front again. He put a hand on Amit’s shoulder and lowered his head. “She thought I was going to save her.” 

Amit didn’t respond, but his next step stuttered and encouraged Woo to continue. His voice was low and confidential, almost hypnotic.

“She was so young, Amit. Only 19 or 20, I believe. She had a family in the city — her mom and one brother. Her father was gone; I do not know where. I was older than she was, yes. But my older age, it turned out, was something that drew her to me. And it was good, because she needed a reason to visit my monastery. She had to see it, because she had to believe what the Sri could do, so that she could believe that our kind would have powerful enemies. And so while we — your Nisha and I — lay beneath sheets, I told her about my ‘next mission.’ It was a false story that evolved over weeks, so it would feel real to her. I did not mind taking the time. I am a monk … but what we did together was ‘for the greater good.’” Woo gave Amit a sly smile.

The hand on his shoulder was lead. He felt the muscles in his arms clench as if in anticipation. Amit kept his hands open, but felt an invisible force wanting to close them into fists.

“Have you ever been with a virgin, Amit?” Woo chuckled. “I am sorry. Of course, you have not. You were not even with Nisha. It is just as well, seeing as I was there first.” 

Amit swatted Woo’s arm with one hand, forcing him into another step. He could barely see through a red cloud. His head throbbed; the room was beginning to float or rotate. He drew a slow breath, careful not to let Woo hear it, and visualized cool water spilling down to smother glowing coals inside him. He imagined his anger as red paint on large rocks, and his breath as a cleansing stream flowing by them. But the paint was too thick, so rather than water washing it away, his mind showed the river gurgling red, like a rising tide of blood. 

“I told her that the Sri’s next target was a hostile government with an insurgent faction in its heart.” He chuckled good-naturedly. “I do not even remember which government I said it was. I remember crafting fantasies with terrorists. Everyone understands terrorists. I told her that they had caught wind of our plans, and that someone was coming for me. I promised that I was not worried as I summoned ancient emotion to water my eyes. She didn’t understand, because a man like me could not possibly fear for my life. I ran a finger along the long, smooth curve of her naked side and said that I did not fear for my life. I feared for hers. I apologized, said that our forbidden love had put her in jeopardy. She was not swayed. I’d impressed her with my solidity. She wanted to stay, and said that I would protect her. But you see, she couldn’t stay: I needed her to become lost so she could then come to you. I told her that the bad people would find her family. That made her move. She rose from my bed, her smooth, firm breasts exposed in the early light, got dressed, and ran.” 

Amit was facing away from Woo. He closed his eyes for long enough to find his center, but it was no longer there. 

“Of course,” Woo continued, “a vague threat on her family was not enough. If she was to seek solace in your arms, she had to believe. So, when she arrived home, regrettably, my predictions had proven true. Someone — surely a bad man from my imaginary terrorist group — had slit her mother’s throat. I hear her blood soaked the entire set of bedsheets before dripping onto the floor.” 

Amit turned slowly. Woo stepped back, his eyes marred by menace. 

It was true. He remembered Nisha as she’d arrived at the monastery with her 8-year-old brother, Sameer. Like any shadow monk, Amit’s mind was almost photographic. He recalled the way Nisha’s thin socks, inside her thin shoes, were spotted with blood, as if she’d stepped through a puddle. She and Sameer were terrified, chattering about a secret they could only divulge to a certain sensei named Woo, not knowing they were in the wrong place. The two compounds would look similar to the uninitiated. He had assumed that Nisha heard of Woo in the city. Now he understood her insistence. She wasn’t seeking an elder. She was looking for her lover — and, hopefully, her savior.  

In front of Amit, the sliver-haired man gave a rueful smile. 

“You could not have known any of this, Amit, but in a karmic sense, it was truly your fault. There was one and only one monk at the old monastery who would treat her as more than a burden — one and only one man who I knew would argue with the abbot for her protection. Only one man strong-willed and bullheaded enough to force the abbot to accept Nisha and Sameer. Only one man who, once they were under the order’s protection, would know what it was like to lose someone. Not that she’d tell you once she realized she was in the wrong monastery, I imagine (I’d sworn her to secrecy about our relationship and probably terrified her into silence about the rest), but you’d sense it, wouldn’t you? The others wouldn’t take her into their hearts, but you would. And if you hadn’t? Well, she would have been useless, and could have resumed an orphaned life selling flowers in the square.” 

Amit met Woo’s eyes. “You are a monster.” 

“It was all necessary, Amit. To open you like a nut, crack your shell, and release the leader inside you.” 

“I am not your leader.” 

Woo shoved him. “I told them to film it. To record the moment they slit her throat. My monks found a cellular phone on the bodies you left, and brought it to me. They made her beg. They told her she would die, but that it would take time. We knew you were coming; we are Sri and do not miss such things. We wanted to watch you watch her die. I have that on video, too. Would you like to see?” 

A red wall of rage boiled up like a wave. Amit watched the sunlight reflecting in his mentor’s eyes, seeing their intensity and menace. Was this what anger did? Was this the insanity inside? Was this his path, if he succumbed to the devil inside him? He’d been the sword of fate; he’d made those responsible for ills pay with their pain and lives. But in the end, Woo was right. He hadn’t needed to do what he’d done. He’d wanted to — just as he wanted, right now, to drive his fist through the pulpy gray matter of Woo’s brain.

Woo shoved him harder. Amit did not resist. His back struck a table set with glasses, and they chattered as they wobbled. 

“She was nothing,” Woo said, his own anger beginning to show on his usually-sedate features. “She was an innocent girl who had harmed nobody. Her mother was a seamstress. They were poor, but happy. We watched them, so that we’d know if they — and she — were the tools we needed. The others knew, you know. We used organization men to kill her, but the order came from the top. We all knew what was at stake. Just as you must know what is at stake.”

Amit watched Woo, now more fascinated by his face than his words. He was doing exactly as Woo had taught him: setting his anger aside without banishing it, holding it ready but refusing to pick it up. Now no weapon could harm him.

Slowly, Amit shook his head.

“Stop listening to the voice of the abbot!” Woo spat. He struck Amit in the chest, but the strike was small and pathetic, almost petulant. “You have a right to your darkness! We meditate on existence, but existence is not clean and pure! You have desires! We all have desires! Rafi loved Amala. Amala loved you. Rafi hated you. I lusted after Nisha, and you loved her. You are only powerful because of your vulnerability, don’t you see? As is the order! We cannot evolve inside the lines! The world makes rules, and we must not blindly obey them. You are permitted to hate me. To do otherwise is to be less than human!” 

“No. I will not play your game.” 

“This is the world, Amit! You cannot understand what hangs in the balance! You cannot turn your back! You have embraced your rage already. There is no return to innocence! You have become what you must be — the only leader who can take this order to what is next!” He shook his head. “There are growing tumors, Amit. Suni has turned his back. More and more, the elders meditate for peace. But peace is not realistic, because the other side carries a knife. He would have the Sri sit with crossed legs, humming mantras as evil rises. How dare you be so selfish as to turn away? The greater good, Amit! The greater good!” 

Amit did the one thing Woo wasn’t prepared to counter. He put a hand on his shoulder and said, “I forgive you.”

“You cannot! What about my crimes? What about the order? What about the world, Amit, and doing what must be done?” 

Amit shook his head. “You told me to embrace my anger, but to never choose my courses of action based upon it. To never pick up a weapon laid at my feet by another and impale myself with it. An insult is only as sharp as I allow.” He closed his eyes, then made a tiny bow using only his head. He spoke the truth that had been turning inside his throat like a rusty screw: “Nisha is dead, and nothing I have done has changed that.” 

Woo shoved him again, now devolved into a schoolyard bully rather than the highly trained leader of a league of elite assassins. “You are weak! I was right to leave you behind!”

“I am not weak.” 

“You will not do what must be done! You are choosing yourself over what is necessary! You see the inevitable, yet put hands palm to palm on your chest and wish me well? Do you not see, Amit? Do you really not see how the Sri are necessary? Is your mind truly so blind, after all your training? Will you really turn your back?”

Amit reached out, took the older monk by the shoulders, and pulled him into an embrace. Woo thrashed, kicking at him. The sensei had been unquestionably right about one thing: Amit was always the best among them. Woo was unable to escape. 

“I forgive you.” 

“I killed her! I killed the girl you traveled the world to avenge! I gave the order!”

“I forgive you.”

“I tricked her! I betrayed her! I used her! She was never more than a pawn! I slaughtered her mother and orphaned her brother! I ordered her throat slit, her blood spilled, and her last breath documented!” 

“I forgive you,” Amit repeated, squeezing tighter. 

“You are a fool!” Woo spat, still thrashing. “You are blind! You are turning away from what is sensible and logical! The order, Amit! The world needs us!” 

Amit squeezed tighter. The embrace was warm, and necessary. Inside his mind, the red rocks washed clean. He watched the red fog disperse to mist and then nothing. The world stopped revolving, and his head cleared. 

There was a small crack, like the sound of a piece of kindling broken over a knee, and Woo stopped struggling. 

Amit released his father, who collapsed to the floor. His perplexed face looked up at Amit, neck broken into a strange angle.

“I forgive you,” he told the corpse. “And I understand.”  














Chapter 29




AMIT KNELT ON THE GROUND, in front of the large stone, with the small, dark boy by his side. Behind them was a tall woman with a birthmark on her neck and long fingernails, somewhat red-stained on the underside. The woman stayed back. This was between the monk and the boy. 

“I have nothing to give,” said Sameer.

“It does not matter. This is not a grave. But none of that matters. Your sister is gone. It does not matter if you kneel over her remains or her ashes, and she is beyond caring if you bring an offering to lie at the foot of a stone marking her place of rest. We are more than bodies. She was good, and innocent. She has moved on. This is about you.” 

The boy looked at Amit, waiting. His eyes had become hard over the past weeks, and were now little like the soft, naive eyes Amit had encountered months ago. 

“And me,” Amit added. 

Sameer lowered his head, chin to chest. His hands made a small motion, as if laying something on an imaginary grave. Amit closed his eyes and did the same, though his hands were still. He imagined Nisha as she was, now gone or in her next life. He had never mourned, and only now knew why. He was afraid of losing control. Anger protected him from despair. Amit had spent too long learning to braid leashes for his true feelings, and would do so no more. 

When Sameer was finished crying over the grave that was not a grave, he wiped his eyes, sniffed, and stood tall. Together, they walked to the dormitory. Amala followed, and did not speak until Sameer was off with the other children. Amit turned from Sameer to find her looking at him. 

“You bested Woo in battle.”

Amit nodded slowly. She hadn’t asked a question; it sounded more like a challenge. 

“Because it was vengeance. He killed this girl. The boy’s sister.”

“Nisha.”

Amala nodded. She’d grown into her oddities. The sharp fingernails he’d thought were so strange had saved his life. He thought of what Woo had said about Amala and Rafi and himself, and he thought about the many moments he’d spent with Amala, unaware. This moment, with Woo dead, felt like a strange beginning. Amit looked at her with new eyes, and found that she was beautiful. 

“It was an eye for an eye.” 

“Well … ” 

“Or was it for the order?” 

“I … ” 

Amala didn’t wait for his answer. She turned and began walking, leaving him to follow. 

“I remember a day when you saved me.” She turned to look at Amit, then nodded knowingly. “That is why I saved you. I was facing a cobra, and you crushed it to rescue me. You were facing a cobra, and I crushed it to rescue you. That is all.” 

Amala wasn’t talking to him. She was talking, and he happened to be nearby. He felt suddenly at a loss and scampered to keep up. With Woo dead, he was in charge at the second Sri monastery whether he liked it or not. He didn’t want to step into the old man’s shoes, but a league of dangerous assassins needed a head. Woo had wound them up, Amit had to wind them down. Several warriors, knowing this, had asked if they should cease with their training and drills. Amit didn’t know what to do, so he let them continue. Somehow, dismantling the machine without fully processing the papers left by Woo — and assessing the threats facing the order — seemed foolhardy. He would wait, and lead the order. Then dismantle later. 

“I was so angry that day,” said Amala, her voice nostalgic. Her short female monk’s hair — dark chestnut but not black, thick but not like the others — bounced on her head as she walked, tickling her ears. “I was very close to hitting you. The feeling was deep, and it surprised me. It almost surprised me so much that I forgot that hitting you to make you atone for hurting another living creature was the height of absurdity.” She stopped to face him. “But I didn’t know, Amit. All the time you had your problems, always so angry, always taking extra time with Woo … I never truly understood what it was like to be surprised by emotion. I grew up with the Sri. I came when Woo called me, and did as told. I have never, before Rafi, made a sacrifice.” 

Amit remembered the cobra, her anger, and how incensed he’d been in return. To Amit, killing the cobra was an obvious response. But then he realized what she was saying, and how this time, she’d killed the cobra instead of trying to drive it away.

Amala closed her eyes, put her palms together in a peak against her chest, and bowed. “I never thanked you. So, now that I understand: Thank you, Amit, for saving me from the creature that was going to kill me.” 

“You’re … you’re welcome,” he stammered. He was going to return her thanks, but she was already moving. A score had been settled. The girl who hadn’t seen the value of killing understood: You could not always approach decisions of life and death rationally. Sometimes, the animal inside did what had to be done. 

“You did not snap at Woo. You did not kill him in battle.” 

Amit didn’t see the point in lying. “No.”

“He talked about you, Amit. Often. Enough that once I asked him when he would send for you. He said you were not ready, and that when the time was right, you would come to us. He sent for the rest of us. I didn’t see why you were different, until I realized that you always were. Like Woo.” She shrugged, then held up her fancy fingernails. “Like me, though I did not know it. I remembered the way he’d always taken you aside as a special project, and how it seemed like he was grooming you to step out of line: a good Sri monk, but a disruptor. For a while, I couldn’t figure it out, then finally did. I knew when you came, Woo’s leadership would end.” 

“Why?” 

“Because if you want to create a warrior, you train one. There was only one reason to train a disruptor.” 

“Why is that?” 

“To disrupt.” 

Amala gave Amit a small smile, then sat on a large rock that looked out across the western valley. The sun was low, orange, and almost set. Amit sat beside her. 

“So, disruptor,” she said. “Will you dismantle the order? Will you merge us with the other monastery, reunite us with Suni?” 

“I must assess.” He heard Woo in his mind: Question everything, including me. “I must study what he left me, and to take nothing for granted. I must not be swayed by prejudices, be they mine or Woo’s or anyone else’s.” 

“But if true inspiration comes from within,” Amala said, touching her chest, “what does your heart suggest that you will do, now that you command us?” 

Amit thought. The sun was touching the saw-toothed mountains across the valley. Those points of reference allowed him to actually see the sun’s progress. He watched as it melted into the land below.

“I will do whatever serves the greater good.”
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They say that behind every comedian lurks a tortured soul…

Yet, comedian Henry Black finally has everything he’s always dreamed of: a thriving career, and a wife and daughter who he loves more than life itself. After years of struggle, he finally has it made.
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