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The town of Silverside and all secret technologies are products of my imagination.  If I’m abducted by grim-faced men wearing dark glasses, or if I die in an unexplained fiery car crash, you’ll know I accidentally came a little too close to the truth.
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This is a work of fiction.  All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are products of my imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

––––––––
[image: ]

Please respect my hard work by complying with copyright laws.  This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  You may not resell this e-book under any circumstances.

Thank you for reading!

––––––––
[image: ]

Copyright © 2016 Diane Henders

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or in any means—by electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise—without prior written permission.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s and/or publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Books in the NEVER SAY SPY series:

Book 1:  Never Say Spy

Book 2:  The Spy Is Cast

Book 3:  Reach For The Spy

Book 4:  Tell Me No Spies

Book 5:  How Spy I Am

Book 6:  A Spy For A Spy

Book 7:  Spy, Spy Away

Book 8:  Spy Now, Pay Later

Book 9:  Spy High

Book 10:  Spy Away Home

Book 11:  The Spies That Bind

Book 12:  Kiss And Say Good Spy

Book 13:  Once Burned, Twice Spy

Book 14:  Friends In Spy Places

Book 15:  A Spy For Help

Book 16:  Spy In The Sky

Book 17:  Live And Let Spy

More books coming!

For a current list, please visit www.dianehenders.com/books

Remember to join the New Book Notification list!

For Phill

Thank you for being my technical advisor and the most tolerant husband ever.  Much love!

To my beta readers/editors, especially Carol H., Judy B., and Phill B., with gratitude:  Many thanks for all your time and effort in catching my spelling and grammar errors, telling me when I screwed up the plot or the characters’ motivations, and generally keeping me honest.

To everyone else, respectfully:

Canadian English is an unholy hybrid of British and American English, so I apologize if spellings in this book look odd to you.  But if you find typos, please send an email to errors@dianehenders.com.  Mistakes drive me nuts, and I’m sorry if any slipped through.  Please let me know what the error is, and on which page (or at which position in e-versions).  I’ll make sure it gets fixed as soon as possible.  Thanks!

Never Say Spy series

Never Say Spy

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]



Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


The Spy Is Cast

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]



Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Reach For The Spy

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]



Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Chapter 50


Chapter 51


Chapter 52







[image: image]

Never Say Spy

Book 1 of the NEVER SAY SPY series

By Diane Henders

––––––––
[image: ]

Published October 2011 by PEBKAC Publishing Inc.

Smashwords Edition v.18

ISBN 978-0-9878188-1-2 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1  ​​​​ 
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French-kissing the hot guy in my fantasy seemed like a good idea at the time.  After all, when has imaginary tonsil-hockey ever turned out to be life-threatening?

I could have really enjoyed it, too, if my head didn’t hurt so damn much.  When I touched the sore spot my fingertips showed a little smear of blood, but I puzzled over that for less than a second before I returned my attention to the much more interesting subject at hand.  Or hands, to be exact.

I ran said hands down his back and over buns of steel.  We were making a creditable attempt to lick each other’s tonsils when a furious voice erupted from inches behind me.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I snatched my grip off the beefcake and spun around.

“Ow, sonuvabitch!”  I clutched my head when the abrupt movement slammed pain through my skull, and tried to focus my watering eyes on the source of the interruption.

Okay, that was weird.  I was pretty sure I’d never had a fantasy that included a short, pissed-off paramedic.

The paramedic locked eyes with Beefcake.  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he repeated.

Beefcake shrugged.  “I’m not doing anything.  She jumped me.”

“Can’t you see she’s injured?  You could have at least helped her back out of the portal!”

...Huh?  It was my fantasy, but I didn’t think I was controlling the action anymore.  I gaped at the two men.

The short paramedic dismissed Beefcake with a final glare and turned to me.  “Ma’am, please come with me.  We need to get you to a hospital.”  As he spoke, he took my arm and steered me away.

“Uh...?”  I was about to demand an explanation when agony punched through my eye sockets.  I jerked into a ball, arms clamped over my head until the pain diminished enough for me to sit up and start swearing.  After a few moments of heartfelt profanity, I recovered enough to realize the paramedic was trying to convince me to lie down on the sidewalk again.

Wait a minute.

Sidewalk?  Sitting in a puddle?

Red flashing lights.  Ambulance.  Right, that explained the paramedic.

He had changed his clothes, though.  Instead of his uniform, he now wore a brown plaid shirt and khaki pants.  My aching brain struggled to catch up.

The fantasy faded as awareness returned.  Right, March in Silverside, Alberta.  A chinook thaw, slippery sidewalks, and now my ass was awash in ice water and my head hurt like hell.  I didn’t even remember slipping.  You know you’re a desperate case when you get so engrossed in a fantasy you don’t even watch where you’re walking.

Embarrassment suffused me when a handful of murmuring bystanders gathered, and I hauled myself to my feet despite the protests of the paramedic.

“I’m fine,” I mumbled, pulling soggy denim away from my butt as unobtrusively as possible.

“Better get checked at the hospital just in case,” he advised.  He guided me into the back of the ambulance while his two uniformed cohorts got in front.

Three paramedics and an ambulance for a bump on the head.  Gotta love a small town.  If I’d slipped and fallen in Calgary, I’d be lucky to rate a Boy Scout with an aspirin.

My royal treatment continued at the hospital.  My khaki-clad saviour waved the other two away and escorted me into a cubicle in the tiny emergency ward.  I perched on the bed and he nodded reassuringly and withdrew, pulling the curtains closed behind him.

Moments later, I overheard his approaching murmur.  “... found her in the portal so I brought her into B wing.”

A white-coated doctor strode in.  “I’m Dr. Roth.  I understand you hit your head.  How are you feeling?”  

She flashed a small light in each of my eyes as I replied, “Sore, but not worth a trip to emergency.”

“Let’s see...”  Her deft fingers explored my scalp.  “Your long hair is lovely, but it makes my job more difficult.  Would you please hold it up out of the way?”  As I complied, she added, “Your scalp is abraded and there’s some minor swelling.  If you’ve got a headache, too, you may have a mild concussion.  Let’s try some standard orientation questions.  Can you tell me your name and age?”

“Aydan Kelly.  I’m forty-six years old.  I know it’s March.  I know I’m in Silverside Hospital.  I know it’s Thursday, but I have no idea what the date is, which is normal for me.  You’re not going to flunk me for the date, are you?”

As I spoke, the doctor’s eyes had begun to twinkle.  She was a striking blonde about my age, and she smiled as she answered, “No, I’ll let you get away with that one.  Do you remember what happened?”

“I wasn’t watching where I was walking, and I slipped on some ice.”

She grimaced.  “’Tis the season.  I was going to suggest a quick MRI, but it seems to be a minor injury and I think you’ll be fine.”

I laughed.  “There’s no such thing as a quick MRI.  And I don’t feel like driving two hours down to Calgary to get one.”

“No, we’d use ours...”  She trailed off at my incredulous expression.

“MRI?  In Silverside?” I demanded.  “Population what, five thousand?  No way.”

“The MRI is privately and anonymously owned,” she replied.  “The hospital is allowed to use it for diagnostic procedures when it’s available.”

“Wow, who’s your celebrity hypochondriac?”

She smiled.  “I’ll send Linda in to clean up that abrasion for you.  It should only take a few minutes, if you’d like to call your husband to pick you up.”

I stared at the plain gold band I still wore on my left hand and cranked on a smile.  “That could be a little tricky.  He’s been dead for two years.”

Dr. Roth looked horrified as she apologized, “I’m so sorry, I saw the ring and just assumed...”

“It’s okay.  I guess it’s time I stopped wearing it.  Just habit at this point.”  I slipped the ring off my finger with only a slight pang.  I’d come a long way since Robert died.  What a shock that had been.

Given the graphic fantasy I’d just had, it was probably time I got back on the horse.  So to speak.  Too bad there wasn’t anybody in real life who was built like my fantasy horse... er... guy.

Realizing the silence had stretched a bit, I refocused.  “No need to call anyone.  I’m fine.  I’ll just drive myself home.”

The young nurse arrived shortly afterward, and we chatted like old friends while she cleaned the injury on my scalp.  

“There you go.  Almost as good as new,” she chirped as she disposed of the stained gauze pads.  “I couldn’t get it all, but at least the dried blood blends in with your hair.  You shouldn’t attract too much attention on the way home.”

I grinned.  “Sometimes it’s good to be a redhead.”  As she escorted me into the hallway I recalled the odd fragment of conversation I’d heard, and added, “Hey, Linda, what’s the significance of Wing B?”

She paused, then smiled.  “It’s opposite to Wing A.  That’s all.”

My overactive imagination kicked in.  She was being evasive.  And all this concern over a minor slip-and-fall was downright weird.

But... screw it.  My head ached, and I was in a hurry to get home in case the roads iced up in the evening.  I bade Linda goodbye and made for the door.  After completing the short hike from the hospital to retrieve my car, I steered gratefully toward my new country home.

Back in my farmhouse, I surveyed the disarray while waiting for my plate of leftovers to reheat.  Three weeks after my big move, the kitchen was mostly organized.  My old furniture looked right at home in the graciously-proportioned though shabby living/dining area, but my unpacking was far from complete.  I gobbled my supper and went to work at my desk, ignoring the boxes still piled in the corners.

Tackling the boxes would have been a better choice.  As I studied my bank statement hoping more money had magically appeared since the last time I’d checked it, tension wound up in my shoulders.

Dammit, if I didn’t sell my Calgary house this month, I wouldn’t be able to cover the payments on the bridge financing.  But if I lowered the price for a quick sale, I wouldn’t be able to afford the necessary renovations on the farmhouse.  

And I still had to eat.  I needed to build up a new bookkeeping clientele, pronto.

Double-dammit.

A couple of worrying hours later, I dragged my headache into the small ensuite bathroom off the master bedroom and eyed the ominous stain at the base of the toilet while I brushed my teeth.  That couldn’t wait.  I’d break out the rest of my renovation tools tomorrow.

Sliding into bed, I touched the handle of the crowbar under the other pillow for reassurance.  I was probably perfectly safe in my new country home, but city instincts die hard.

I live alone.  If somebody breaks into my house in the middle of the night, what am I going to do?  Hit them with a pillow?

I don’t think so.

––––––––
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After a long day of tearing out crusty plumbing and rotten smelly flooring, I bounced out of bed the next morning looking forward to a meeting with my Calgary real estate agent and a potential buyer.  

Overcoming my normal slobbish tendencies, I put on my best-fitting girly jeans and a stretchy T-shirt that clung enough to make my boobs look good without revealing too much of the muffin-top that overflowed my waistband. 

I hit the road in high spirits, belting out the songs on the radio with far more enthusiasm than talent and happily anticipating my regular Saturday afternoon lunch date with the group of basketball teammates that was the closest thing I had to family.

––––––––
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When I pulled into my driveway after an enjoyable lunch and a stop at a hardware store, I firmly suppressed a bubble of hope at the sight of my real estate agent’s cheery wave.  Just meeting a potential buyer.  No guarantees.

“Hi, Aydan, great to see you!”  Cheryl’s upbeat greeting made me smile, and we wandered into the house to lean against the wall in the empty living room, chatting.  After fifteen minutes, she called the buyer’s cell phone, but it went directly to voicemail.  We made desultory conversation for the next quarter of an hour, when Cheryl tried again.

She snapped her phone shut with a frown.  “Well, I guess he’s not going to show.  What a waste of time this was.”

“No kidding.  Especially since he insisted I drive all the way down here so he could meet me.”

“I’m sorry,” Cheryl said.  “I told him it was my job to relay his questions to you, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer.  Next time I’ll stick to my guns.”

“Thanks, but don’t turn down any requests, no matter how weird they are.”  I blew out a sigh.  “I’ll do pretty much anything to sell this house.”  Attempting optimism, I added, “At least I’ve still got a bed upstairs, so I won’t have to drive another two hours to get home today.” 

We said our goodbyes in the driveway, and I put the car in gear and cruised down the gentle hill toward the nearby strip mall.  Maybe Cheryl could set up something with the buyer this evening or tomorrow morn-

A flash of movement jerked my attention up to the rearview mirror.  Shock jolted through me at the sight of the dark-haired man pushing through the collapsible back seat from the trunk.  I whipped around to gape at Beefcake from my fantasy.  

Disbelief paralyzed me for an instant before I recognized the black object in his hand.

Gun.

Shit!

I stomped both feet on the brake.  The car jerked to a stop with a tortured squeal of tires, hurling Beefcake’s body between the front seats to crash headfirst into the dash.  His gun discharged with a deafening bang.  Mindless with panic, I punched the seat belt release and flung myself out of the car.

The vehicle was picking up speed again on the downhill slope and the ground flew out from under my feet.  I crashed to the pavement, rolling frantically to avoid the rear tires as they crunched by.  My feet scrabbled for purchase on the gravel-strewn asphalt as I scrambled up, my hysterical panting whistling in my throat.  After a couple of eternal seconds, I gained traction and fled up the hill like a demented rabbit.

A rusted-out Chevy Suburban skidded and rocked to a stop crosswise in the street with the driver’s side facing me.  The driver’s door started to open, and I used the little breath I still had available to scream, “Gun!  Gun!”

I dashed for the Suburban, its bulk looming only a few yards away like a bastion of safety.

A gunshot exploded from behind me and a tall, broad-shouldered man swung out of the Suburban.  In a single fluid motion, he drew a gun as his feet hit the pavement.

He aimed directly at me and fired.
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Chapter 2  ​​​ ​
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I let out a strangled shriek and dodged sideways, trying to swerve around the front of the truck.

Not going to make it.  Too close.  Going too fast.

A bullet thudded into the Suburban.  I jumped and rolled at the front fender, caroming over the hood.  As I tumbled past the windshield I glimpsed the passenger’s young face, his mouth stretched open in a ‘O’.

Something plucked at my pant leg as I went over.  Then I was on my feet on the other side, sprinting across two lanes of traffic while vehicles screeched to a halt with a chorus of honking horns.

Sobbing for breath, I did a broken-field run between the stopped cars.  I couldn’t hear any more gunfire behind me, but the hammering of my heart would have drowned it out anyway.

All eyes jerked toward me when I cannoned through the door of the nearest coffee shop.  I doubled over, gasping, “911!  Call 911!”

After a moment of shocked paralysis, the patrons surged to their feet in a babble of voices.  Struggling for air, I braced my elbows on my shaking knees, brainlessly repeating “911” with every breath.  A knot of people converged on me, offering a chair and jabbering questions and advice.

A woman’s voice rose in a squeaky tremolo.  “Oh my God, she’s bleeding!”

I collapsed into the proffered chair and followed her wide-eyed gaze to the blood-soaked rip in my jeans.  When I pulled up my pant leg I discovered a short shallow gash just above my sock.  It began to throb as I eyed it with the detachment gained from occasional renovation-related injuries.

Minor.

It looked impressive, though.  My exertion had encouraged the bleeding.  My sock was soaked down one side and my shoe was squishy.  A few crimson drops leaked out onto the floor while I watched.  I dropped the pant leg back into place, unable to summon enough energy to care at the moment.

One of the baristas, an older woman, pushed through the crowd to pat me on the shoulder with a motherly hand.  “Police and ambulance are on the way.  Would you like a hot drink?  Or some juice?”  She turned to call over her shoulder.  “Bring the first aid kit!”

“Orange juice, please,” I quavered gratefully.  When it arrived, I needed both trembling hands to raise it to my mouth.  The bottle clattered a calypso rhythm against my teeth.

A few minutes later the juice started to work its magic on my blood sugar.  I drew a long shaky breath, stretching out my hand to gauge the diminishing tremor.  I wouldn’t want to run a marathon, but I could probably stand up without collapsing.

Most of the customers were still crowded around the windows, riveted on the scene in the street.  The remainder drifted back to their tables, leaving me some welcome space.  

I swallowed the last of the juice, staring anxiously toward the street and straining my ears for sirens.  At last I heard the welcome wail and slumped back in the chair with a sigh, letting my shoulders ease down from around my ears.  Thank God.

A few moments later a disturbance in the bystanders outside the coffee shop made me sit up again to crane my neck.  The police must be arriving.

Adrenaline slammed into my bloodstream.  Shit, no!

The big gunman from the Suburban moved purposefully toward the door of the coffee shop, head and shoulders taller than the still-gawking crowd.

Where the hell were the police?

I hauled myself to my feet to hurry in the direction of the bathroom but my movement caught his attention through the glass.  He met my eyes as he shoved his way through the onlookers into the shop.  His lips were moving, but I didn’t wait to find out what he was saying.

With a fresh surge of panic, I bolted into the open door behind the coffee bar, nearly colliding with the barista as she returned.  Open-mouthed, she held out the first aid kit as I passed.  As if I’d stop and doctor my leg on the fly.  I rocketed past a small table and chairs, then past storage shelves, frantically scanning for a back exit.

Thank God, there it was.

I crashed into the door lever with a grunt and burst through the doorway only to be confronted by a beanpole of a young man, his eyes wide in his white face.  He flung out his arms to stop me, but I recognized the telltale ‘afraid of the ball’ flinch as his eyes pinched and his face turned partly away.

I passed beyond fear into the euphoric state basketball players call ‘the zone’.  Time slowed, my mind analyzing and my body reacting without conscious thought.

He was a good three inches taller than me, maybe more.  His reach was too long to avoid, but he was ridiculously skinny.  I was five-foot-ten and a hundred and sixty pounds.  I had a lot of momentum and a lot of motivation.

I could take him.

Disconnected, I watched the fear flood into his face at the sight of my maniacal grin.  Dropping my shoulder, I took two hard accelerating steps and slammed into his gut.  At impact I jerked upright, flinging my arms skyward.  A tangle of bony limbs catapulted over my shoulder, accompanied by the explosive bark of air leaving his lungs. 

The orange juice was wearing off already.  I forced my rubbery legs to accelerate again as my attacker thudded to the pavement behind me.  I had only taken half a dozen strides when a voice boomed behind me.

“Stop, police!”

With a hiccup of relief, I skidded to a halt and swung back to face the coffee shop.

It wasn’t the police.

The big man stood beside his fallen accomplice, his gun trained on me.  The bore looked enormous, but it was probably only a 9mm.  I’d always liked guns.  Until now.

His gaze and gun stayed locked on me as he reached out one foot and nudged the kid on the ground none too gently.  “Breathe, Webb.”

The beanpole twitched and drew in a wailing breath, then another.  If I hadn’t been so terrified, I’d have felt sorry for him.  I’d had the wind knocked out of me once or twice.  Those first few breaths were no picnic.

The kid took a couple more breaths, and then retched and vomited.  That had to hurt.  He curled around his stomach and lay still, but I could see the rise and fall of his rib cage.  At least I hadn’t killed him outright.  That would probably upset the big guy.

“Oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit,” a small voice chanted in my mind.  I wondered how many people’s last words were ‘Oh, shit’.  It made me think of that joke, how did it go?  80% of people’s last words were ‘Oh, shit’, except in Saskatchewan, where the usual last words were ‘Here, hold my beer’.

Too much adrenaline.  

Focus.

I shook my head, rattling my brain back into action.  Get him talking.

“What do you want?” I quavered.  Not very inspired, but at least it was a start.

“I want to talk to you,” he responded evenly.  “Don’t run away.  Calm down and talk to me.”

“Nine millimetres of hot lead is a hell of a conversation-starter.  Why are you trying to shoot me?” I asked, attempting a calm and conversational tone while my heart tried to hammer through my ribs.

“If I’d tried to shoot you, you’d be dead,” he said.  “And it’s a .40 cal.”

I digested that.  There was some logic there.  Not the part about the .40 calibre; the other part.  Earlier, he’d fired from such close range he’d have to have been completely ham-fisted to miss me.  And the way he handled that gun, I was pretty sure he wasn’t ham-fisted.  I belatedly realized he was still talking, his voice steady and soothing.

“Let’s start again.  My name is John Kane.  I’m with the RCMP.”  He jerked his chin toward his companion on the ground, his gaze never leaving me.  “This is Clyde Webb.  The man who was in your car was of interest to us.  We want to ask you some questions.  Don’t run away.”

I sucked in a trembling breath and studied him more closely, trying to ignore the firearm still pointing at me.  My first impression of ‘really big guy’ hadn’t just been frightened exaggeration.  He nearly filled the back doorway of the coffee shop.

Short dark hair with a shading of grey at the temples, in a military-looking cut.  Well-fitting dark jeans, black T-shirt stretched over wide shoulders and a muscular chest, loose-fitting black jacket open over top.  Steady grey eyes never left mine.  He stood still, no sign of tension in his posture.

“Why should I believe you?” I demanded.  “Your buddy doesn’t look like he could have passed a police physical, and you don’t have a uniform or a badge.”

He one-handed the gun and reached into his jeans pocket to withdraw a wallet, which he flipped open and held up.  “Here’s my identification.”

“Yeah, right.  I can’t read it from here, and even if I could, I wouldn’t know whether it was real or out of a Crackerjack box.”

His expression stayed calm, his deep voice unhurried.  “What proof would you like to see?  What would make you feel more comfortable?”

My legs quivered uncontrollably.  I wasn’t going to last much longer.  But the more I thought about it, the more I was inclined to believe him.  If he’d actually intended to shoot me he could have done it many times over.  And if he was a criminal he wouldn’t be patiently negotiating with me.

But I couldn’t afford to be wrong.

“I’d feel a whole lot better if I saw some uniforms.  I heard the police cars on the street earlier, so where are they?” I demanded.

Without turning, he took two steps backward and thumped a couple of times on the door with his fist.  “Come on out!”

The door opened and two men in body armour emerged, followed by two uniformed city police officers, their hands hovering near their weapons.

Officer Kane nodded toward his partner, who was still slumped on the ground.  “Check on Webb.”

One of the uniforms bent over him while the others ranged themselves beside Kane to watch me.

My mind reeled.  They called in a SWAT team to chase me?

Shit, I’ve just assaulted a police officer.

Oh thank God, I’m safe!

My knees gave up and I sat abruptly and heavily on the pavement.  Long tremors rolled through my body.  I had left my jacket inside the coffee shop when I fled, and even though the temperature was above freezing, it was hardly shirtsleeve weather.  I wrapped my arms around myself, shaking.

In seconds Officer Kane was standing over me, patting me, which seemed odd until I realized he was searching me for concealed weapons.  The only place I could have hidden one was at my ankles where the legs of my jeans flared, and he briefly examined the gash in my leg before waving one of the uniforms over.

“Bring an ambulance around for Webb,” he told the man.  “Have them look at this ankle, too.”

A few minutes later I was sitting in the back of the ambulance, enveloped in a warm blanket while a paramedic treated my ankle.  He finished cleaning the wound, which was still sluggishly oozing blood.

“This could use a few stitches,” he said.  “We can take you in to Emergency now if you want.”

“It hardly seems worth it,” I responded.  “It’s just a scratch.  I think I must have snagged it on a piece of sharp metal or something.”

“You got snagged all right, but this is a gunshot wound.  You were very lucky to get away with such a minor injury.”

“Please tell me I don’t have to go to Emergency,” I begged.  “It’s a total waste of my time and the hospital’s resources.  Can’t you just patch me up?”

While we talked, the bony Webb had crept to his feet.  He insisted on hobbling to the ambulance under his own power, rejecting the stretcher that had been wheeled over for him.  Surrounded by all the machismo in SWAT gear and uniforms, he seemed to feel as though he had something to prove.  He stood obstinately outside the vehicle while the paramedic examined him.

A couple of other men in body armour came around the side of the coffee shop, greeting Officer Kane with rough humour.  One of them slapped him on the back and said, “Nice to see you’ve still got your edge after retiring to your cushy INSET job!”

“What part of this looks cushy to you, Archer?  I’m out there getting my ass shot up, and you ERT ladies come prancing in with your body armour once all the shooting’s over,” Kane groused back without rancour.

I caught Webb’s eye.  “I’m really sorry,” I began.  “I was so scared, and I didn’t know who you were...”

“It’s okay,” he interrupted.  “I should have identified myself.  It was my fault.”

Kane arrived in time to hear the last of the exchange.  He closed his eyes briefly and pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Webb, I only wanted you to identify yourself, not play action hero.  Just tell her who we were and ask if we could talk.”

Webb shuffled his feet, blushing.  “I’m sorry.  I was so scared I forgot.  She was running right at me and I’m no good at physical stuff.  I was afraid she was going to kill me.”

Kane went still.  “No, I’m sorry,” he said quietly.  “I should never have put you in that position.”  One of the uniformed officers signalled for his attention and he turned away.

One of the ERT men, Archer, I thought, sidled over.  “Shut up, Webb,” he said in low tones.

Webb turned a hurt expression to him.  “What?”

Archer muttered, “How do you think he feels?  Why do you think he’s got a skinny, useless analyst for a sidekick instead of a real partner?”

Webb evidently took no offence.  “That wasn’t his fault,” he murmured.  “Everybody knows Kane is the best of the best.  He couldn’t have done anything to change what happened.”

Archer sighed.  “Yeah, try telling him that.  So don’t rub it in, okay?”  They both clammed up as Kane returned.

“Are you finished here?” Officer Kane asked the paramedic.

“Both of them have declined a trip to the hospital.”

“Fine,” Kane responded.  “The other team is doing the cleanup over at the scene, so you can head out.”  He turned to me.  “I’d like to take your statement now and ask you some questions.”

I made a vague gesture that encompassed Webb along with the uniforms, ambulance, armoured men, and general chaos in the parking lot.  “I’m really sorry about all this.”

He regarded me gravely.  “I don’t think you have anything to apologize for at the moment.  Let’s go and sit in the coffee shop and you can tell me what happened.”

Kane, Webb, and I trooped back into the building and appropriated one of the quiet corner tables.  A couple of uniformed city police officers were finishing up with the last of the witnesses, and they waved a casual goodbye to Kane as they left.

Kane sent Webb to get writing materials from their truck, and I tried not to squirm guiltily in my chair while we waited in silence.
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What the hell was taking Webb?  I shifted in the chair again before forcing myself to lean back and feign composure.

God, what if they arrested me for assaulting a police officer?  But dammit, it wasn’t my fault I got carjacked by some nutcase.  Surely they couldn’t blame me for being a little panicky.  And my squeaky-clean record had to be good for something.  Only one little speeding ticket in my entire life...

Shut up, already.

I shook off my anxious ruminations and straightened as Webb rejoined us, lowering himself into the chair across from me.

Kane regarded me neutrally and opened the notebook Webb had brought.  “Let’s start with your name and address.”

I told him my name and spelled it out.  “I’ve been living near Silverside, Alberta since the beginning of the month, but I haven’t done my address change from Calgary yet,” I added.

At the mention of Silverside, Webb glanced at Kane, his mouth opening.  Then he snapped it shut, his gaze returning to me.  Kane’s face remained expressionless while he wrote down my Silverside and Calgary addresses, along with my phone numbers and other identification.

When I told him my date of birth, Webb’s face lit up.  “Oh, hey, that’s exactly the same as my Mom’s!  I didn’t think you were that old.  I mean...”  He flushed and hurriedly added, “You look great!  I can’t imagine my Mom taking somebody out like that.  You were like, Madame Rambo or something!”

I winced.  “Thanks, I think.  But Madame Rambo sounds a little too much like a 1-900 number for my taste.”

Webb turned pinker and I thought I glimpsed amusement in Kane’s eyes, but it passed too quickly to be sure.  Kane brought us back to the business at hand by asking for a chronological list of events.

“You were right behind me, so I think you saw most of it,” I told him.  “That guy was hiding in my trunk, and he came through the back seat with a gun in his hand.  I slammed on the brakes and jumped out, and that’s when you arrived.  But I don’t know how he got in there, because I bought some stuff at the hardware store earlier and put my bags in the trunk.  He wasn’t in there then.  And I went straight to my house after the store.”

I pondered that for a moment.  “So he must have sneaked in while I was inside the house.”

“Yes,” Kane confirmed.  “We’ve had him under surveillance since Friday afternoon.”

“What!” I squawked.  “You watched him crawl into my trunk and you didn’t do anything?”

“We’ve been watching him for several months now, both here and in Silverside.  His name was Samir Ramos.  We suspected him of espionage, but we couldn’t find solid proof.  We thought you might be his contact.  We were a little surprised when you jumped out of the car.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.  Deciding that open-mouthed gawping was probably not an attractive look for me, I closed it and sat for a few seconds, assimilating this new information.

“But,” I said, and then shut up, trying to organize my thoughts.

“Okay,” I tried again.  “So you and Officer Webb are working on a case, and you think this Samir guy is a spy?”

Webb let out a whoop of laughter.  “Officer Webb!  I like the sound of that!”

At my look of utter bafflement, Kane explained.  “Webb is a civilian.  He’s an analyst with CSIS.”

He must have noticed my unenlightened look, because he went on to explain, “CSIS stands for Canadian Security Intelligence Service.  Their role is to protect Canada’s national security.  Webb and I are part of an INSET team.  INSET stands for Integrated National Security Enforcement Teams, and our role is counterterrorism.  We believe that Ramos was attempting to steal classified information and deliver it to a terrorist group.”

Webb spoke up again.  “So I’m not ‘Officer’ anything, just plain old Clyde Webb.  But you can call me Spider.  All my friends do.  Get it?  Spider Webb!”

I smiled and nodded.  Quite apart from the wordplay on his name, his lanky arms and legs did make him look spiderish.  “Got it.”  I turned back to Kane, still trying to figure it all out.  “But you’re RCMP?”

“Yes, INSET teams can be made up of police, military, and civilian members.”

“Okay...  So who were the other acronyms?”

He raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“You said ERT earlier, I think?”

“Yes.  ERT stands for Emergency Response Team.  It’s Canada’s answer to SWAT.”

I rubbed my aching temples.  Already I’d forgotten what INSET meant.  I moved on.  “So back to the spy.  Were you able to catch him, or did he get away?  Can you question him?  Why was he trying to shoot me?”

“We’d very much like to know why he was trying to shoot you.  Or, more likely, capture you.  If he’d wanted to kill you, he would have shot you as soon as you got into your car.”

I shuddered.  Which was worse, a bullet in the brain, or being captured by a creepy spy for purposes unknown?

“Unfortunately,” Kane continued, “We can’t question him because I killed him.  There were too many bystanders in the vicinity and I couldn’t allow him to keep shooting.”

Oh.

I flashed back to Kane’s comment to the paramedic about doing the cleanup on the street.  Wet cleanup on Aisle Three.  Ew.

I wrenched my mind away from the inappropriate humour when I realized Kane had asked me another question.  “Sorry, what?”

“Did you know Ramos?  Have you ever seen him before?”

“Uh,” I said, my mind working furiously.

Yes, Officer Kane, I met him in a steamy fantasy.  Bad, bad answer, on so many levels.

“I think... I saw him in Silverside,” I ventured.

“When and where do you think you saw him?”

“It’s... a little confusing.”

Kane was watching me intently, and it took all my self-control to keep my eyes from shifting away from his steady gaze.  Lying was probably a very bad idea, but telling the truth would make me sound like a crackpot at best, and at worst, like a pathetic slut.

Hell, my fantasies were nobody’s business but my own.  I went with simple, true, and incomplete.

“I slipped and hit my head.  I guess I was knocked out for a while.  I think I saw him about the time the paramedics arrived.”

“Exactly where and when was this?”

“Thursday.  Around 12:30 in the afternoon.  I slipped on the sidewalk in front of the ice cream shop on Main Street.”

“So other witnesses might have seen him, too,” Kane said.

“Um, I don’t know.  Maybe the paramedic saw him.”

The paramedic sure as hell did see him, but I’d be damned if I knew how.  How did he get inside my head, anyway?

“Maybe I hallucinated the whole thing,” I added.  “I was a little disoriented.”

“Are you sure the man in your car today was the same one you saw in Silverside?”

“I... think so.  But that wouldn’t make any sense.  If I saw him in Silverside, how could he possibly show up at my house here in Calgary?  It’s not like he would have had my name and address.”

...Because I’d been too busy sucking face with him to exchange names...

Gah.  Focus.

Kane exhaled wearily.  “I’m sorry to ask you this, but will you look at the body and see if you can be positive it’s the same man?”

My stomach lurched, but I nodded.  Looking at dead people wasn’t high on my list of favourite activities.  And I didn’t think I was going to like seeing somebody freshly dead from a gunshot wound.

“I’m going to have to eat first, though,” I said.

Webb spoke up.  “You may want to wait until after we visit the medical examiner’s office.”

“No, I’ll definitely want a full stomach.”

Both of them regarded me doubtfully.  “Okay, whatever you say,” Webb replied.

“When should I go?  And where’s the morgue?  Oh, and I forgot to ask, what about my car?  Were you able to get it stopped before anybody got hurt?  Where is it?”

“Ramos had to stop it before he could get out and start shooting,” Kane responded.  “Leaving it in gear probably saved your life.  The car will be impounded until our team gets a chance to check it for possible clues, but that should only take a few days.  Your insurance may cover the repairs.”

I felt the blood drain from my face.  “Repairs?  How bad?”

My poor little car.

“Just a couple of bullet holes.  You can ride with us to the medical examiner’s office, and then we’ll call you a cab to get back to your house.”

Just a couple of bullet holes.  Bullet holes were not minor in my world.

I faked calm.  “Okay.  I’ll grab a sandwich and a drink to go and eat them on the way.  If you don’t mind me eating in your truck.”

Kane shrugged.  “It’s a surveillance vehicle.  It’s already full of fast-food wrappers.”

I rose to go to the sales counter and stopped as a thought hit me.  “Oh, crap!  I forgot, all my overnight stuff is in the car.  I have nothing at the house.  Can I get my backpack out of the car, or is that impounded, too?”

“It’s part of a crime scene, but you can get a few things if I supervise and catalogue their removal,” Kane replied.

“Good, that’ll work.”

Lucky I’d worn my waist pouch as usual.  Someday the fashion police were going to take me down for wearing it in public, but it was convenient and impossible to leave behind.  I might not be stylish, but at least I still had my money, credit cards, and other essentials despite my wild flight.

I paid for my food and we left the coffee shop to head toward the cordoned area in the street.  The ambulance had departed, but there were still two police cruisers and a fire truck parked in the street along with Kane’s Suburban and my Saturn.  As we approached, a television van drove away, and I thanked my lucky stars they’d given up moments too soon.  I could imagine the TV reporter slavering over an interview with a carjacking victim.

I glanced up at Kane pacing beside me.  He had to be at least six-foot-four.  It was unusual for me to have to look up at anybody, and it was a nice change.  He noticed my glance and returned a questioning look.

“I was wondering about the media coverage,” I explained.  “How did you get rid of them without a whole round of interviews?”

“Part of the clean-up crew’s job is to deal with media questions.  Tonight on the news, they’ll report that there was a shooting this afternoon, and that it was probably drug-related.  That keeps the public calm, thinking it can’t happen to them.  In a couple of days, it will be old news.”

“Drug-related?  Jeez, I hope nobody recognizes my car.”

Kane flashed his ID at the uniformed officer and lifted the police tape for Webb and me to duck under.  Webb winced when he folded his skinny torso, and I offered him another repentant ‘sorry’.  He waved a magnanimous hand.

When we arrived at my car, I eyed the bullet hole in the trunk.  With the white topcoat cracked away and the grey primer showing underneath, it looked very much like the gunshot decals the kids put on their cars to look cool.  I wasn’t feeling very cool at all.

I brushed my fingers over the hole and murmured, “Poor little car.”

Realizing Kane and Webb were watching me, I reached into my waist pouch for my keys and encountered empty space in their usual pocket.  “Oh, my keys are still in the ignition.”

Kane strode to the open driver’s door and reached in around the steering wheel.  I started to follow him, but jerked to a halt when I noticed the ugly splatter at the top of the rear passenger door and over the roof.  I looked away quickly.  Maybe their evidence team would clean it off.

Kane handed over my loaded keychain, and Webb raised amused eyebrows.  “How many keys do you need, anyway?”

“All of them.  Believe it or not, I actually know what each of those keys is for.  My friends call it the janitor’s set.”

“I know janitors that don’t even have that many keys,” he chuckled as I unlocked the trunk.

Before I could touch anything, Kane reached in and retrieved my small backpack.  “Is this it?”

I nodded, and he opened the zipper.  “Tell me what you need from this,” he said as he began to withdraw items and lay them out in the trunk.

“I’ll need everything in there,” I blurted, hoping to forestall the unpacking process.

He continued without comment, and my face heated when he pulled out my bright yellow thong underwear.  Webb strolled away with heavy nonchalance, his face scarlet.

Yeah, that was probably more than he wanted to know about me.

As Kane extracted the matching yellow bra, I took myself in hand.  Dammit, I was pushing fifty.  Surely I was past adolescent simpering over my undies.  Kane’s face showed nothing but professional detachment, so I stood a little taller and watched in silence while he completely unpacked my few items from the backpack and checked the pack itself over thoroughly.

He laid the pack in the trunk before taking a small camera out of his inside pocket to photograph the trunk and its contents.  He made a note in his notebook, then methodically repacked the bag and handed it to me.

“What’s in these other bags?” he asked.

“Oh, just my winter survival gear,” I responded, glancing at their familiar lumpy bulk.  “I always take it when I’m driving the highway.  You know how fast the weather can change around here in March.”

As I eyed the bags, a dark spot on one of them caught my eye.  No, it was a hole.

“Oh, no,” I said as I reached in before Kane could stop me.  I gazed up at him.  “You killed my sleeping bag.”
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When we got into the battered Suburban, Webb offered me the front passenger seat while he got in behind.  I’d noticed a couple of bullet holes in the driver’s side of the truck, but apparently nothing vital had been hit.  Kane pulled smoothly into traffic and we headed north.

I devoured my sandwich while Kane drove in silence and Webb chattered incessantly from the rear seat.  In short order, I discovered he had two older sisters, still lived with his parents, had a computer science degree, and was a fan of World of Warcraft and Star Trek.

“You like the new Star Trek best, I suppose?” I asked.

“No, I love them all.  The original ones are the best,” he enthused.  “Besides, you can’t get all the in-jokes in the new movie unless you’ve seen the originals.”

“I can’t believe you’re into a show that started, what, twenty years before you were born?”

“I’m a serious movie and TV buff,” he replied proudly.  “I watch everything.”

We spent the rest of the short drive debating the merits of the latest Star Trek movie.  When we arrived at our destination, Webb grew increasingly subdued while we waited for the medical examiner in the reception area.  When the examiner arrived and we began the walk down the long hallway, silence reigned.

I swallowed nervousness.  Death didn’t disturb me and I’d never been squeamish, but I hoped I didn’t throw up or pass out.  That would be an embarrassing show of weakness.

The medical examiner led us into a room containing a drape-covered gurney.  Kane glanced at Webb’s pale face.

“You stand over here by the door,” he said.  “I’ve already got your puke on my pants; I don’t need any more of it.”

I glanced reflexively at Kane’s legs, and sure enough, there was a splatter on his right pant leg.  I averted my eyes.  Didn’t need to see that just now.

Kane took me gently by the arm and the medical examiner led us to the gurney.  “Ready?” he asked.

I nodded, and the examiner lifted the sheet away from the dead man’s face.

Kane was clearly an excellent marksman.  There was a neat dark hole in the forehead.  There was very little blood on the face, but I was glad I couldn’t see the back of the head.  I’d seen what a .22 bullet would do to a two-by-four as it went through.  Tiny entry hole, total devastation on exit.  Kane had said his gun was a .40 calibre.  I really didn’t want to see the exit wound.

Holding onto composure, I concentrated on the face, trying to see it as it would have been in life.  I’d only seen Beefcake for a short time, and I hadn’t been paying much attention to his face.  And death changes even your dearest loved ones into remote strangers.

“I’m pretty sure it’s the same guy,” I said as I turned away from the table.

Kane’s hand was still under my elbow.  He came around in front of me without letting go of my arm and looked down into my face.  “Are you all right?  Do you need to sit down?”

I shook my head.  “I’m fine,” I lied.

A tremulous voice floated from the vicinity of the doorway.  “I think... I might need to sit down.”

We turned to see Webb propped against the wall.  His pale face had taken on an unflattering greenish cast, tastefully highlighted with a sheen of sweat.

Kane let go of me and grabbed a handful of Spider’s shirt, lifting and swivelling him into a chair.  He shoved Webb’s head down between his bony knees and held him in place with a hand on the back of the young man’s neck.

“Breathe,” Kane said.  “Slow and easy.  That’s it.”

I turned to the medical examiner, who had by now mercifully covered the damaged face on the gurney.  “Could we get him a glass of water?”

He nodded and wheeled the gurney out of the room.  By the time he returned a minute or two later, Webb was sitting up again, and he sipped shakily at the water.

“Are you going to be okay now?” I asked, and he nodded and rose tentatively from the chair.  I noticed Kane didn’t put a hand out to steady him.  I guessed it was a guy thing.  Besides, Kane had moved remarkably fast for such a big man.  He could probably catch Webb before he hit the ground if necessary.

It seemed Spider was sufficiently recovered, though, and we proceeded uneventfully back to the reception area.  When we arrived, Kane sprawled into one of the chairs in the deserted room, indicating with a wave of his hand that we should do the same.  Webb and I sank into chairs of our own.

“Let’s talk this back,” Kane said, and I wondered if he was being considerate, allowing us to recover without fuss, or whether this was just for his own convenience.

Kane turned to me.  “You’re reasonably sure this is the same man you saw in Silverside.”

“Yes.”

“How could you... How could you just look at him like that?” Spider burst out, apparently still reliving the grisly vision.  “Like he was a... a... piece of meat in the supermarket.”

“He is just a piece of meat now,” I replied as gently as I could.  “There’s nobody left inside.  Whoever he was, he isn’t in there anymore.  Besides,” I added, mostly to myself, “It’s not the worst thing I ever saw.”

The memory of tortured screams echoed again in my mind.  I shook my head slightly and banished the ghost with the competence of long practice.

Returning to the present, I realized something must have shown on my face.  Webb was staring at me, and Kane was frowning.  Why the hell had I said that out loud?

Kane apparently decided to let it go.  “So when you saw Ramos in Silverside, was that the first time you’d ever seen him?”

“Yes.”

“So Ramos sees you, once, in Silverside, on Thursday.  Instead of tracking you down in Silverside, where he saw you, he travels two hours to Calgary to stake out an empty house with a For Sale sign on it.”

I shrugged.  “I don’t get it either.  First, how would he know who I was?  And second, if he did know who I was, why would he come to Calgary instead of Silverside?  And third, why the heck would he want to find me anyway?”

I could think of one reason, but I was pretty sure that hadn’t been lust in his eyes.

“Oh, and fourth,” I added.  “How did he know I was going to show up at an empty house at all?”

“That one’s easy,” Kane replied.  “See a For Sale sign, call a realtor.”

“That makes sense.”  I sat up straighter.  “My realtor called me and said she had a hot prospect who wanted to meet me in person.  We both thought it was unusual, but she set up the appointment – and then the guy never showed.”

“He showed, all right,” Kane said.  “You just didn’t see him until it was too late.”

Webb chimed in, “But it still doesn’t make sense to lure you down here.  Unless... he was planning to kidnap you and take you somewhere in Calgary.”

My skin crawled at the thought.  “Maybe he was just some nutso stalker, and it has nothing to do with your case at all,” I said.  “But that still doesn’t explain why he would lure me here instead of just snatching me in Silverside.  And anyway, that brings us back to... how did he find out who I am?”

“Think back,” Kane urged.  “Was your name ever mentioned in his presence?  Could he have asked somebody your name and looked you up?  You said you hadn’t completed all your address changes yet.”

That rang a faint bell.  I sat still, trying to sneak up on the thought.  Who had I discussed address changes with recently?

“No.  Crap.  Not that I can think of.  The only place I’ve given my name and address recently was at the Silverside Hospital, and they wouldn’t give that information out to anybody.”

“You saw Ramos for the first time around twelve thirty on Thursday.  You were taken to the hospital on Thursday afternoon, correct?” Kane asked.

I nodded and he continued his analysis.  “Ramos must have discovered your name and address sometime between Thursday afternoon and early Friday morning, because he left Silverside around eight AM Friday morning.  That’s when we started following him.”  He shook his head.  “The hospital records are still the most likely source of his information.  Records confidentiality wouldn’t stop a spy.”

“Oh!”  I bolted upright.  Kane and Webb both sat up fast.

“What?” Kane snapped.

“You’re right, it had to be the hospital records!  I just remembered the Silverside hospital had my Calgary address.  They took it off my driver’s license, and I forgot to tell them it had changed.”

Kane relaxed back into his chair.  “Okay, so now we know when and how.  Which leaves us with why.  Think.  Did he do or say anything to give you a clue?”

My guilty conscience twinged again.  I hate lying.  The few times I’ve told white lies, the consequences turned out to be worse than if I’d told the awkward truth in the first place.

Well, too late now.  I took a deep breath.

“Like I said earlier, I was pretty confused.  It might help to talk to the paramedic who attended me, though.  Maybe he saw or heard something.”

Or more likely, he’d look at me like I was crazy and ask what man I was talking about.

“Do you know the name of the paramedic?” Kane asked.

“No, but he shouldn’t be hard to track down in a town that size.  I’d like to talk to him, too.  Just to find out what really happened.”

Kane eyed me, apparently considering.  “I think that’s a good idea.  Can you be ready to leave for Silverside tomorrow morning?  Your car won’t be released yet, but we’re going up anyway, so you can ride with us.”

“Okay, that sounds fine,” I lied again.

Two hours of driving, cooped up in a car with strangers.  Not fine.

“We’ll pick you up at your house at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.  If you think of anything else in the meantime, please give me a call.”  He scribbled a phone number on one of his notebook pages and tore it out to hand it to me.

“Um... do you think I should be concerned about staying at the house tonight?”

Kane regarded me solemnly.  “If you feel uncomfortable, by all means go and stay with a friend, or have someone stay with you.  If you see or hear anything that makes you nervous, call the city police non-emergency line, and if you feel you’re in danger, call 911 immediately.  Don’t hesitate.  Better to have a false alarm than to not call in something potentially serious.”

“Okay, thanks,” I replied, not significantly reassured.  He hadn’t exactly answered my question.

“One more thing,” he added.  “Since we’re not sure whether there’s a connection between our investigation and your run-in with Ramos, please don’t mention details to anyone.  If you have to discuss it, you can tell people that you were carjacked and the police are working on it, but leave out any mention of INSET and spies.”

I shuddered.  I didn’t even want to think about INSET and spies.
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I willed myself not to shriek and lunge for the wheel when the taxi driver turned yet again to make eye contact with me in the back seat, waving both hands and driving with his knee while he delivered a philosophical monologue.

By the time I stumbled out of the taxi and paid the driver to go away, it was all I could do not to collapse into a blob of quivering jelly in my driveway.

The wound in my leg throbbed, my head seemed trapped in a slowly-tightening vise, and every single muscle I owned ached.  In fact, I was willing to swear I had brand-new, previously-undiscovered muscles that were also aching.

I dragged myself up the front steps and let myself in the door, automatically going to the security panel.  I had almost finished punching in my code before I realized the panel wasn’t beeping with my keystrokes, and all its lights were dark.

Dead.

“Noooooooo,” I whined.

I shuffled to the phone, half-expecting no dial tone, but it buzzed reassuringly when I picked up the receiver.  I paced while the security company’s on-hold music abraded my already-raw nerves.

Dammit, could this day get any worse?  First some wacko tries to abduct me at gunpoint and then my security system mysteriously packs it in.  By the time the dispatcher answered, I had switched to yoga belly breathing, willing calm.

“When can you have someone come out and look at this?” I asked anxiously after explaining the situation.

“Our techs go off duty at six o’clock.”

I glanced at my watch.  Seven-ten.  Shit.

“We could have someone there at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“I’m leaving at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.  I really need this fixed now.  Is there anybody there who can help me?” I begged.

“We’ll do the best we can for you tomorrow morning,” he assured me.  “But we just don’t have anyone available now.”

Translation:  You are completely hooped.

I said goodbye and hung up in despair.  Maybe I should go to a hotel.

But even a cheap hotel by Calgary standards would break my already-strained budget.  I could stay with a friend, as Kane had suggested, but the thought of all the explanations and exclamations made my head ache even more fiercely.  I’d had more than enough human contact for one day.

I jittered back and forth in the echoing living room.  With the walkout basement and glass-panelled exterior doors on two levels, the place was a security nightmare.  I didn’t even have my crowbar with me.  I wouldn’t sleep a wink without some kind of warning system.

I blew out a long sigh and locked the door behind me before forcing my protesting muscles into a semblance of a brisk walk to the nearby dollar store.

Characteristically, I realized as I arrived that I was still wearing my bloodstained jeans and sneakers.  I endured looks that ranged from curiosity to alarm while I bought tape, string, pins, and some cheap tins.

After trudging back into the house, I set up a booby trap inside each exterior door, feeling foolish.  On the latch side, I stuck a pin between the trim board and the wall.  I taped several tins onto the end of a short length of string and tied the free end of the string to the doorknob.  Supported only by the sagging pin, the tins would slide off and clatter against the door at the slightest movement.  I hoped it would be enough to wake me.

As I considered it, I threw in a hope that the pin wouldn’t let go on its own in the middle of the night.  I’d probably have a heart attack if it did.

I double-checked the deadbolts on all the doors and windows before stiffly climbing the stairs to the master bedroom.  It had a privacy lock on the door, so I locked that behind me.  It wouldn’t stop anybody, but it might buy me a few seconds in a pinch.

In bed, my eyes refused to close despite my best relaxation exercises.  At last, I blew out a tense breath and rolled off the bed.  After a few moments of thought, I removed the window screen and disengaged the crank mechanism, just in case I needed to make a quick exit.

I gazed down at the long drop to the back yard.  If I had to go out the window, I’d have to be careful to go over the tiny section of roof that projected out from the bay window directly below me.  It slanted toward the deck, so it was only an eight-foot drop.  I thought it would be doable if I slithered over and clung to the rain gutter to break my fall.

I felt increasingly ridiculous as I made my elaborate plans, but hell, I’m a bookkeeper.  We get anal about details.

Rehearsing my plan, I changed into my black yoga pants and a T-shirt and pulled my baggy navy blue hooded sweatshirt over top.  I surveyed my bloodstained jeans and shoe irritably.  I needed the shoe.  At least it wasn’t squishy anymore.  The jeans were ruined.  Dammit, that was exactly why I wore crappy clothes most of the time.

Granted, I didn’t usually ruin my good clothes by getting shot and bleeding all over them.  That was a first.

I threw the jeans in the garbage and put the shoes back on with clean socks underneath.  It wouldn’t be the most comfortable sleep I ever had, but if I had to run or fight, I’d be ready.

“This is stupid!” I said aloud.  “Why didn’t I just go to a hotel?”

Nobody supplied any useful answer, so I sighed and lay down again.

––––––––
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The faint clanking of tin woke me from a fitful doze.  I was wide awake and rolling off the bed before the sound ceased.  Snatching up my backpack
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