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She simultaneously squeezed the triggers.

The first gunman doubled over as bullets ripped through his intestines. The second tried to duck out of sight, but was too late as one slug tore into his upper chest and another through his throat. The third gunman, clenching a Smith & Wesson Combat Magnum, dove behind an overturned table and escaped her volley of death.

Catherine dropped to her knees, reloaded both weapons and returned the 9mm to its holster. She tore off the rebreather and pulled in an unobstructed breath. The stench of death and gunpowder singed her nostrils and burned her lungs.

Two, one, go! Catherine sprang to her feet, squeezing the H&K’s trigger. But Malloy’s gunman had moved and lobbed off three shots before Catherine zeroed in on his position.

The first bullet whistled past her ear; the second smashed through a shot glass near her elbow.

The third connected.

Blood sprayed across the shattered glass behind her.
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PART ONE


In the wrong place...
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CHAPTER 1
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Near Fairbanks, Alaska, United States of America
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The flickering oil-fuelled lamp sat on the uneven floor of the abandoned general store. Its hot blue glow sent shadows, hinting of secrets, dancing across the dusty walls. Hoping to calm his nerves, Vladimir Zadneprovsky lit another American cigarette. 

Probably the only good thing to come out of that over-commercialized country.

He inhaled deeply and glanced at his watch.

Why did they pick me for this? I’m just a paper pusher, not a friggin’ spook!

Vladimir crushed out the cigarette beneath his snow boot, then stood up and crossed to the log structure’s lone window. A snow-covered lane glowed yellow in the dim light of a street lamp. It was silent and still, save for the fat snowflakes drifting lazily through the night.

Where is she?

The reluctant operative returned to his chair, about to light up another Camel, when the door swung open. He dropped his forgotten vice and sprang up.

“Vladimir!” cried the figure in the doorway.

“Nikita?”

The tall Russian woman kicked the door shut behind her and stepped into the dancing light.

“What’s happening? Why did you want to meet here?” Vladimir asked. “We’re not supposed to be here.”

Nikita ignored the questions and knelt before an overworked space heater.

Joining her, Vlad tried to study her face still hidden beneath the hood of her parka. In the darkness, he caught a glimpse of her shimmering blue eyes. 

“What is it?” he asked carefully. Her temper was legendary.

“Nothing. I am fine,” she replied without emotion. Then, after a moment, she unbuttoned the top of her parka, reached in and withdrew a small silver box. Nikita studied it a moment then handed it to Vladimir. “Take this.”

“What is it?” he asked, turning it over in his hand.

“Death,” she replied solemnly.

“What? What do you mean?”

She ignored him again and rose to her full height.

Vladimir watched as she crossed to his chair and shoved it aside, her bare leg flashed white against the full-length parka. She was out in the snow like that? 

“Nikita!” Vladimir cried, shooting to his feet. “What the hell is going on?”

“Help me with this,” she ordered and flipped the throw rug aside. Beneath, a trap door lay hidden. Vladimir helped her as she struggled to open it.

“What is this?” he asked as the rusted hinges finally gave.

“Your way out.” Nikita stared warily into the inky darkness below.

Vlad squinted at her. “What is it? Why—”

Nikita grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him close, “Vladimir!” she snapped. His eyes, wide as plates, stared into the shimmering blue fire of hers. “Listen to me. There’s no time. They’re coming. Go to Toronto and give that box to Jack Forrester at CSIS, and nobody else. Do you understand me?”

“Nyet, but I will do it,” Vladimir said. “What is it?” his voice cracked.

Nikita released him. “A data file with information that may topple three governments.”

Before Vlad could respond, the high-pitched drone of snowmobiles sliced through the icy stillness. Nikita dashed to the window and flattened herself to the wall. She shifted her head just enough to glance beyond the casing into the bleak night.

“They’re here. Now go. I’ll hold them off.”

“W-who? How?” Vladimir stammered.

Nikita tore open her parka and withdrew a .357 Magnum. She was completely naked.

“There’s a jeep hidden at the end of the tunnel. Drive straight for the Canadian border. Do not stop for anyone!”

The time for debate ended. The drone of the snowmobiles grew steadily louder then dropped to a dull hum. Vladimir scrambled into the darkness, stopped, and looked up at his sister. She flipped him a thumbs-up, her jaw set with determination.

Vlad nodded and moved deeper into the blackness below.
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Nikita pushed the trap door shut and replaced the rug. Three powerful spotlights burned thorough the faded curtains and cracks between the logs. Keeping low, she scurried near the door and chanced a glance out the window.

Eight shadows—all armed. 

All dangerous. 

All after her.

One moved forward. “We know you’re in there! Make it easy on yourself and come out before this develops into something messy.”

Nikita smashed the barrel of the .357 through the frosty glass and fired three rounds into the lights. Two spots shattered and faded. She pulled back and pressed herself into a crouch, back against the wall. Nikita knew negotiations out front always guaranteed an attack from behind.

The Magnum bucked twice in her hands as a white-clad figure back-pedalled out the rear door, blood spurting from his chest.

Glass.

A pair of hands reached through the remains of the window and grabbed Nikita’s arm. Two men crashed through the front door. The first man backhanded her with such fury the weapon flew from her grip and dropped out of reach.

As the two men stepped toward her, Nikita pulled free and scrambled for the Magnum. Both assassins targeted their weapons too late. Nikita’s finger clamped down on the trigger.

The left side of the first man’s head disintegrated. The second assassin squeezed off a shot. It tore through the floorboards between Nikita’s knees. Her Magnum bucked again, and his chest exploded.

Doorway.

Nikita swung the Magnum around as gunfire ripped through her legs. She screamed and crumpled to the floor, the gun slipping from her fingers.

Another shadow stepped into the cabin and stood over her, the smoking weapon still in his grip.

This is it. Nikita blinked back the tears. Fire, then a wet coldness crept into her legs. It’s over. She awaited her fate. I did all I could. Vlad must have reached the Jeep by now and left. Nikita clamped her eyes shut, dropped her head and breathed out, knowing she did all she could. She’d run purely on adrenalin since the recall came from Moscow. Her long red hair, damp from sweat, clung to her bare shoulders and face. The chill seeped into her bones. But soon the pain will end. A gun will be pressed to my temple, or a knife will skate across my throat. Soon ....

Someone else entered the cabin. The heavy footfalls indicated a male. Him! Nikita looked up into the ugly face of the man she’d humiliated. Somewhere deep in her heart, she tapped a final reservoir of purpose.

The ugly man knelt, shoving his face into hers. The diamond in his front tooth glinted, taunting.

“Where is it?” He growled with breath stinking of spoiled meat.

“Where is what?” Major Nikita Triska of the Russian Federal Security Service mocked his Texas accent as she slowly slipped her left hand from sight.

“Don’t give me that crap. I know you took it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The ugly man grabbed her long fiery mane, hair that he’d balled in his fist in passion mere hours before, and twisted. “I know you have it! I want it now!” Spittle sprayed from his mouth.

A flash glinted as Nikita pulled a straight razor from the lining of her coat. She carved open the right side of his face from his temple to his chin.

The ugly man screamed. He stumbled back and cried out, “Kill the bitch!”

A second man, still in the doorway, raised his weapon and pointed it between her eyes. He was the assailant who’d shot her in the legs. Nikita did not flinch or turn away. She was ready to stare death in the face. A silent satisfaction warmed as her fierce gaze unnerved her soon-to-be assassin.

His finger squeezed down on the trigger. 

“Stop,” a new voice, smooth as velvet, commanded.

Nikita’s gaze moved to the speaker. He stepped over the body of one of the men and approached her.

“Where’s the other one?” he asked her.

Nikita said nothing and refused to let her eyes betray her by glancing toward the trap door.

He kicked Nikita’s bullet-riddled shins. She screamed and bit down on her lower lip. 

He calmly repeated his question, “Answer me. Where is your partner?”

Blood lined her mouth as her teeth punctured the skin on her lip. She would not give him the satisfaction of crying out again.

The man stepped back and turned toward Mr. Ugly. “Take her back to the camp.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And, Smyles ...”

“Sir?”

He produced a handkerchief and handed it to the ugly man as he stood. “Have that scratch looked at.” The boss glanced back at Nikita and smiled woefully. “It’ll be a pity to see such a beautiful woman go to waste.” He turned, stepped over the corpse again and walked out.

With the handkerchief held to the gash on his face, the man called Smyles crouched next to Nikita. She took another swing at him with the razor, but he grabbed her wrist. Nikita never saw his hand move. It was as if pain gave him an edge.

“Now, let’s try that again.” Smyles snarled in her face. “Where is it, and who has it?”

Nikita remained silent.

Using simple brute strength, Smyles twisted her arm back and placed the razor next to her own throat.

“Back to the barn,” he said simply.

My God ... No .... She looked deep into his grey eyes and found—nothing. No clue to tell her what he was about to do. Never before had she met a man so comfortable with pain.

“Mr. Stein wants her alive,” the other man said.

“I know, Max. I know.” Smyles slowly twisted her wrist until the razor slipped from her grip. She felt him press it against her throat as he whispered into her ear, “Still tight-lipped, eh? You’re screwed.” He broke her wrist.

Nikita screamed.
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The Kieran Malloy Estate

South of Sudbury, Ontario, Canada
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“They promised us a better future, but here it is, and nothing has changed,” the young woman whispered to herself. She stared past her reflection at the large ominous dwelling spread out before her, lit only by the luminosity of the fat moon hanging overhead.

Her destination.

The limousine eased to a stop at the base of a long curving pathway. The driver climbed out, circled the vehicle, and opened the door. 

“It’s cool tonight,” he said with a bow.

Catherine Wildman shivered slightly as the chill of the air tickled her spine. Gene Hatton closed the door behind her.

“I shouldn’t be any more than an hour,” she said.

“If you are—” Hatton smiled, and added with a Cockney accent, “I’ll mount my trusty steed and rescue thy fair maiden.”

Catherine laughed quietly. “Oh, you bet’cha.” She kissed him softly on the lips. “Back as soon as I can.”

“Be careful.”

She flashed him a knowing smile, then turned and climbed the stone pathway, eyeing the grounds. Few trees dotted the yard and almost no foliage to speak of. With the exception of a large fountain off to the north side and a maze of low, neatly trimmed shrubs circling the driveway, the grounds reminded her of a graveyard with small tombstone like rocks.

Catherine patted her arms slightly to fight off a chill as she stepped beneath the red security light above the front doors. She snuck a glance back at Gene. A light flicking out in the distance beyond the estate snared her attention.

What?

The enormous oak doors swung open before she could consider it further, and a tall man in a tuxedo stepped across the threshold.

“Good evening,” he said and gestured for her to enter. “We have been waiting.”

Catherine handed over her clutch purse for a courtesy examination and waited patiently as the tall man peered in. Seeing nothing of interest, he returned it.

“Come, Mr. LaRose is waiting.” He turned toward the wide spiral staircase at the rear of the foyer. Catherine followed him toward a set of double doors. They opened automatically on approach.

Catherine fought back nausea as the pungent stench of alcohol, marijuana, and sex assaulted her nostrils while deafening German heavy metal rang in her ears.

A portly man waddled toward her. He snapped his fingers and the tall man left; the doors closed automatically behind him.

“Cat, baby! How nice to see you!” his eyes ravaged her voluptuous figure. “Wow. Vacation was good, eh?” He cupped her chin with his sweaty palm and inspected her face as one would a prized pet.

“Bonjour, Monsieur LaRose. Oui. Merci.”

“That new?” he asked, eyeing the small gold ring through her left nostril. “You know how Mr. Malloy feels about anything that damages the face.”

“I’m sure he won’t mind.” Catherine flashed her best diplomatic smile as she contorted away from his offensive grip. “Where is Monsieur Malloy?” she asked, glancing past the fat man.

“In South America,” LaRose said, hooking his arm through hers. “I want you to meet some people. After all, you are our best girl.” He aimed her toward a large group of Japanese men.

“Merci, tout a l’heure,” Catherine said and slipped from his clutch. “I just spotted someone I have not seen in a long time. I’ll be back shortly.”

Catherine ducked away from him and brushed past a man in a dark suit who smelled of cheap cigars and enough aftershave to bring tears to her eyes as she wove through the crowd toward a small table on the edge of the room. Hide in plain sight. The lone occupant looked up nervously.

“Cathy!” Vladimir exclaimed. He stood and clasped her hands. His shook.

“Vladimir Viktorovich.” She kissed the Russian Federal Security Service Operative on the cheek.

A waiter hovered over them as they sat down. Vladimir ordered a vodka. Catherine passed on a drink. 

“You still look as lovely as when we last met, but that dress?” Vladimir said as the waiter left.

Catherine glanced down at her spaghetti-strap black satin slip dress with plunging neckline and slit to the hip. “It’s what Malloy likes his girls in. So, when in Rome ....”

The waiter returned with the vodka, sat it on the table, and left. Catherine studied Vladimir as he gulped down his drink.

“We’ve both been reassigned, Vlad. OSA crashed and burned. Why did you insist I meet you here of all places?”

Through red-rimmed eyes, the Russian glanced at Catherine. A memory seemed to flash behind his gaze before he answered. He glanced around before pulling a small silver box from his jacket and sliding it across the table toward her. 

“Take this and hide it.”

Catherine picked up the box, quickly studied it, then placed it in her purse. “What is it?” she asked.

“Death,” the Russian replied.

“Vlad?”

Vladimir licked his dry lips. “It’s a mini flash drive. I don’t know what’s on it. But people have died for it. Good people.”

Gears in Catherine’s head kicked in as her nerves tingled. She watched a droplet of sweat roll down his temple. “Someone followed you, didn’t they?”

His eyes widened. “How did you know?” The fear that started in his voice took root in his actions.

“Where?” Catherine asked.

Vladimir motioned toward the way she came in. “One is over by the door. Blue suit, dark glasses, and a moustache.”

Catherine scanned her memory, checking all the faces she saw as she entered. She found him. 

“Look at me, Vladimir,” Catherine said, her voice taut, her words sharp. “Keep focused on me. Anyone else?”

“Two more,” he said, scarcely able to maintain eye contact with her. Catherine’s eyes pierced. “One is standing about five meters behind you. His jaw dropped when he saw you. Dark suit, sunglasses, scar on his face. Diamond in his front tooth.”

Catherine cocked a dark eyebrow. “Diamond?”

“Da. There is a third, but I don’t see him.”

“All right, Vlad.” Catherine squeezed his shaking hand. “This is what we’re going to do. Keep looking at me. We are going to stand up and dance. Then you are going to proposition me for sex, and we’ll go upstairs to the bedrooms.”

Vladimir swallowed hard, then nodded.

Catherine stood and led him by the hand onto the dance floor. Across the ballroom, the leather-and-chain-clad band terminated their bump ’n grind on stage and eased into a somewhat gentler tune.

Catherine’s eyes darted from face to face as she led Vladimir into step. We have to get away from all these people. She pulled him close, nuzzled her head onto his shoulder, and whispered into his ear, “Do you see the third man yet?”

“Not yet ...” His entire body shuddered. “I ... I think I ...” His voice sounded hollow. “I better ... sit down ... I feel sick ....” Vladimir tried to speak.

“Vlad?” One look at him told her all she needed to know. His face was flushed, and he perspired heavily. Catherine helped Vladimir back to the table and sat him down in his chair. She picked up his glass and sniffed it—a slight coppery-almond sent.

“Merde!” she spat under her breath and dropped the glass. Without wasting any more time, Catherine yanked Vladimir to his feet. “I’ve got to get you out of here.” She slung her arm around his waist.

Vladimir staggered in her grip. “Cathy, help ...”

Catherine probed the room for the three men as she half-helped half-dragged Vladimir to the nearest exit. She glimpsed the man in the blue suit pushing his way toward her.

“Merde,” she whispered and quickly hunted around for another exit. Finding one, she pulled Vladimir toward it but halted as the man with the scar closed in. “Merde!” Vladimir’s legs gave out, and he collapsed, dragging Catherine to the floor with him.

“My legs ... Cathy ... help ...” his voice faltered as his breathing came in gasps. “I can’t ... feel my ... legs ...”

“It’s all right, Vlad, I’m here,” Catherine said. He is going to die, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

Catherine kicked off her stilettos, seized Vladimir under his arms, and slung him over her shoulder. Vlad was slight, and she could handle his bulk easily. Catherine skirted the dance floor and slipped through the exit.
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Raymond Smyles’ jaw dropped as he watched the petite dame carry the Russian across the dance floor. He glanced at the guests oblivious to the scene. LaRose was right. Nobody cares. They’re all too stoned to give a flying fuck.

The man in the blue suit approached. “Well?” he asked. 

Smyles blew out a low wolf whistle. “Man-o-man DeTully! Do I want a piece of that. Where’s Max?”

“Still behind the bar making drinks.”

“Tell him to move his ass, then meet me over there.” Smyles pointed at the door the woman and the Russian left through.

“Right.”

Smyles smiled. The diamond glinted.
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Catherine half-dragged, half-carried Vladimir down a dimly lit hall, checking doors until she found one unlocked and pushed it open.

The track lights automatically activated as Catherine shoved the door shut with her foot. She lowered Vlad to the carpet and cradled his head in her arms. Catherine gently stroked his cheek with the tips of her fingers. His eyes were screwed shut, and his face distorted in a grimace of agony as the strychnine from the spiked vodka burned through his body.

“Vlad,” she pleaded. “Please wake up.”

His eyes cracked open. “Cathy ... I ... I don’t want to die ....”

Catherine caressed his cheek. “Where did you get that drive?” Tears welled up behind her eyes.

“Death ...” he smiled. That simple motion caused him pain. “Beautiful death ....” Vladimir coughed up blood. It dribbled down his chin as his fingers found hers. Feebly he squeezed her hand for reassurance.

“Vlad ...” Catherine said. ....

“Pretty eyes,” Vladimir said. He vomited up something solid and died in her arms.

“Vlad! Non! Non, non ....” The tears flowed. “Vlad, I’m so sorry. I failed you.” Catherine kissed him gently on the cheek. “Au revoir, mon ami.”

For a moment, only her gentle sobbing filled the space. A voice whispering from the other side of the door snapped her mind back to the task at hand. Catherine eased Vladimir to the floor, looped her handbag over her shoulder, and glanced around the room. She sat in a small office used for storage. On her left waited another door.

Catherine sprung to her feet and crossed the room. She pulled the door open. It led to a shared washroom. Glancing back, she whispered a prayer for her friend, then entered the room and locked the door, a plan forming in her mind.
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With his toe, Smyles slowly nudged the door open. “The lights are still on,” he whispered under his breath. He knew they were programmed to shut off after ten minutes of inactivity. He saw the body and waved Max and DeTully over.

“Yeah?” DeTully asked.

“Go and see if he’s dead.”

Smyles watched as DeTully, weapon leading, entered the small office and squatted next to the body.

Careful not to touch the vomit, DeTully poked Vladimir with the gun barrel. “Croaked,” he announced, then looked at Max. “What the hell didya use?”

“A strychnine mix,” Max replied. He noticed their faces and shrugged. “I’m a traditionalist.”

“Frisk him,” Smyles said to DeTully, then whispered to Max, “The boss is getting hissy. Do your bit with the car.”

“Yes, sir,” Max said with a smile before jogging back down the dark hallway.

Catching DeTully’s attention, he gestured toward the far door. DeTully nodded as Smyles manually switched off the lights. Plunged into darkness, both men spotted light seeping beneath the closed door. A shadow moved.

Smyles drew his weapon as he eased into the dark room. Using the dim light behind him, Smyles motioned DeTully into place next to the far door.

He counted down from three.
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Catherine eased open the second door and stepped into a dimly lit bedroom. She carefully dragged a hardback chair over, propping it beneath the knob. The lights had been overridden to remain off until manually switched on. Better not turn them on anyway. In the brief illumination from the washroom, Catherine spotted a slightly open window on the far side of the room. She padded toward it.

“Oh, yeah ....”

Catherine froze. A man’s voice drifted from the large canopy bed. Merde! She dropped to her hands and knees and crawled.

“How’s that?” Another male voice.

“Oh, yeah!”

Reaching the window, Catherine carefully slid the glass enough to slip through and crawled out onto the small balcony. The night air tore through the thin fabric of her dress.

A cracking, like wood breaking, grabbed Catherine’s attention as her pursuers kicked in the washroom door.

Didn’t think a locked door would hold them. Time to move it, chick!

Catherine peered over the balcony and looked down, but the moon had slipped behind the clouds, and the yard below begot a sea of darkness.

The distinct popping of a silenced weapon fractured the air, this time from the bedroom door.

Mounting the banister, Catherine sucked in a lung full of the icy night to help clear her brain. I have to make sure they see me and ignore the guys in the bed.

Behind her, the door kicked in. “The window!” A voice cried.

Now! Catherine leapt blindly into the void.
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DeTully slammed his fist on the light switch.

“There!” Smyles cried. He raced for the balcony. In the light cast from the window, he pointed at a figure sprinting across the yard. Smyles and DeTully opened fire.

Their prey dove through the air and rolled behind the fountain as clumps of grass beneath her naked feet burst in dull pops, demonstrating how close death was.

“Shit fuck!” Smyles hissed.

“We missed,” DeTully informed him.

“Shut up.” Smyles glanced over the edge. “If she can do it, so can we.”

Smyles climbed up on the banister, then slipped and tumbled into the darkness.

DeTully spun at a sound, his Smith & Wesson cocked and pointed. Two lovers rolled off the bed and cowered underneath. DeTully cocked his head. He recognized that look—thought about forcing them to continue, but reconsidered.

Smyles struck the ground, hard. A moment later, DeTully landed on top of him.

“Sorry,” he said, helping Smyles to his feet.

DeTully noticed Smyles’ pistol for the first time. “You know, it’s not the size. It’s how you use it.”

“Shut up.”
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Hidden behind the fountain, Catherine cursed her actions. Merde, Chick. Whether they saw you or not, they still could’ve killed those guys in the bed. I’ve got to get them away from the main building.

Catherine glanced to her left. She was about one hundred meters from the parking lot and Gene! With a plan forming in the back of her mind, she steadied herself against the side of the fountain and retrieved the 9mm Beretta strapped to her upper thigh. Taking aim, Catherine lined the ugly one up in her sights.

A smart woman once said, “Take out the leader and rest should fall like dominoes.”

Catherine’s finger eased around the trigger. She slowly squeezed. Another man approached the first two. He was dressed as a bartender. The third man?

Catherine backed off the trigger ever so slightly. She wanted to know how this was going to play out.

The bartender suddenly pointed at the fountain and yelled.

“Merde,” Catherine cursed and squeezed the trigger twice.

The first discharge chafed the bartender across the back of his skull. With a spray of gore, he spun around, striking the ugly man in the face with his flailing arms. He staggered and fell.

The other slug ripped a hole in the second man’s jacket. He dove for cover.

Her head low, Catherine sprinted across the ground toward the parking lot.
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“Christ! Max!” Smyles cried out.

DeTully yanked the body off Smyles then shifted behind it as cover. “He’s a goner.”

“Shit,” Smyles cursed as he rolled onto his belly next to DeTully. “Where did he say he saw her?”

“He said something about the fountain, I think.”

“Then let’s give her something to remember. On three.”

“And do what?”

“Rush her.” Smyles shook his head. “Christ. One, two, three!”

Both men leapt to their feet and charged the fountain with guns blazing. Chips of marble shot off into the night.

“Yee-Ha!” Smyles whooped. They dropped and rolled in unison behind one of the few trees in the yard.

The night air fell still and quiet, save for the sound of their own breathing.

“I think we got her,” DeTully whispered.

“Goddamn it!” Smyles exclaimed. “Just like Rondônia. Remember that? Cover me.” Weapon gripped tightly in both hands, Smyles scurried toward the fountain stepping around fragments of their wild gunman-ship. “She’s gone!” 

DeTully joined him. “Well,” he pushed what looked like a marble hand with his shoe. “if damage counted, we did pretty good.”

“Did you see where she went?”

“Nope.”

“Shit.”
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Catherine kept low as she dashed toward the parking lot; the echo of gunfire rang in her ears. She told herself that it was the icy fingers of the night, not the sudden near death, that seeped through her skin and drummed chills down her spine.

At least with the shots, they can’t hear my teeth chattering. I hope Gene doesn’t try to charge to my rescue. He can be stupid that way.

Catherine found her waiting limousine. The engine idled. That’s my man! She yanked open the door. “Gene!” she cried and dove into the passenger seat. “We’ve got to get—”

The body of the man she’d fallen in love with during the past few months toppled onto her lap with a wet smack. Blood and gore oozed from where his face should have been as his heart beat for the final time.

Catherine shoved her fist into her mouth to force herself not to scream, to keep her mind on the mission and purpose that brought her here. Non ... Keep it together. 

“Non! Non! Non!” Catherine screamed, frantically shoving and kicking the body away. Her mind refused to believe it. 

Non, non.

A small flashing light changed from green to red.  

Non ....

Catherine’s mind shifted gears, and her training took over. She seized the door handle, twisted, pushed, and fell from the limousine, striking the pavement with her shoulder. The sudden jolt of pain fired adrenaline through her body and burned the numbing fog from her brain.

Move!

Catherine scrambled to her feet and bolted toward the centre of the circular driveway. She dove into the shrub maze as the limousine exploded. A low brick partition barely protected her from the shredded shrapnel. The blast sucked all the air from her lungs, and blackness enveloped her mind.
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CHAPTER 3
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“Do you think she was in the car when it blew?” DeTully asked. Both he and Smyles raced toward the driveway when they heard the explosion.

“Max liked to arrange the charge to go off when the body’s moved,” Smyles explained. They stopped about five meters from the burning wreck.

DeTully held his hand up against his face to ward off the heat. “I didn’t hear a scream.”

“We’ll wait for the fire to die out, then check it,” Smyles said, eyeing the driveway. Eleven limousines parked in front. The one that exploded was far enough away from the others that it didn’t set off a chain reaction. Smyles’ primary concern was if she survived, the other cars in the lot could provide cover for her to escape while they stood and waited for the heat to die.

“Do you think anyone in the house heard the explosion?” DeTully wondered, glancing back at the building.

“No. Malloy had the place soundproofed, and there isn’t a living soul for miles around.”

“What about the other drivers?”

“They’re inside. Malloy doesn’t like anyone lurking around out here.”

They both fell silent as the flames licked the sky.

“Kind of romantic, isn’t it?” DeTully said after a moment.

“Shut up.” Smyles sighed as he stared through the pyre at the maze. “Circle around. Check the perimeter.”

––––––––
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Oh, oui ... right there ... deeper ... deeper ... oui, oui, that feels good. Oh ... you’ve got the touch. No one has ever touched me like that ... oh ... that hurts ... oh ... stop ... that hurts ... no ... no ... stop ... No! Non! Non!

“Non!” Catherine’s eyes snapped open, sending spears of pain rocketing through her brain. Oh, God, how long have I been out? She closed her eyes again and forced the misery aside before slowly opening them and staring up at the night’s sky. Smoke and licks of fire flickered in the corner of her vision as the smell of burning rubber and metal invaded her nostrils. The car ... oh God ... Gene ... Something damp and squishy shifted under her back and head. His face ... where was his face? Non! Catherine squeezed her eyes shut. I’m in the maze. It’s wet. That’s all.

Forcing her mind to focus, Catherine opened her eyes and tried to sit up, but the world pirouetted in her skull. She clutched her head with both hands, twisted onto her side and vomited. Oh, God, chick, you can’t do this. You’re not cut out for this ... damn you, St. James. After a moment, Catherine unsteadily sucked in a chest full of the cool night air mixed with thick oily smoke and burnt flesh from the limousine.

Don’t go there .... Focus.

Catherine gritted her teeth and forced herself to sit up. Her stomach protested. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard, combating the urge to vomit again. Proud she won that small battle, Catherine eased a peek over the brick lip of the outer boundary of the stalks of the maze. A wave of searing heat struck her in the face. Catherine squeezed her eyes shut and retreated behind the rim with her back pressed to the mossy bricks. Not getting out that way.

She took a quick inventory, relieved to find she still had her purse and Beretta, but her cellular took a hit. Catherine caressed her forehead and pushed her hair back from her face. I’m sweating. She pulled her hand away and gazed at the moisture on her skin. It must be close to zero tonight, and I’m sweating. Catherine watched the reflection of the flames dance in her palm. Then she remembered. Light. I saw a light.

Catherine turned and peered over the lip again. The sweat on her brow evaporated, and the smoke seared her eyes. She pushed the pain from her mind and stared.

There.

Through the smoke and the tears, she spotted two shapes walking away from one another. That would be the bad guys.

Catherine rolled back behind the edge and crawled toward the road.
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Smyles pointed past the fire. “Did you see that?”

“What?” DeTully called back. He and Smyles stood at opposite ends of the burning wreck, beginning their perimeter check.

“I’m not sure. Crap. I’ve told Malloy he needs spots out here, but he likes keeping the place dark. Fat prick.” Smyles pointed toward the far end of the driveway. “Go around that way and follow the driveway to the road. I’ll do the same from this side.”

“Roger.” DeTully smirked and, stroking his weapon, moved off.

––––––––
[image: image]


Catherine tightened the grip on her Beretta. Voices rose clearly as if the people they belonged to stood next to her. They’re on the move. Catherine counted to ten, then continued to crawl through the dewy grass. The skin on the back of her neck danced. Picking up her pace, she kept low and hugged the small, poorly trimmed shrubs. Dead and thinning, they were the only cover she had.

Reaching the sparse row of greenery that bordered the road, Catherine stopped and risked a glance at her two mysterious pursuers. Without realizing it, the two men kept pace with her. They were now at the ends of the U-shaped driveway where it met the road, Catherine between them huddled in the foliage.

The palms of her hands and knees went numb. A jagged brick had broken the skin on her right thigh. Behind her, the flames faded, and the moon slipped into some clouds. The already dark night grew blacker and colder.

Okay, chick, this is it. Make a decision. Sneak back into the building and hope I can find a phone before they realize where I am, or take a shot in the dark and search out that light near the highway and pray to God it’s help? Silently Catherine watched as the moon completely disappeared, then she sprung to her feet and fled into the night.
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Smyles touched the transmitter/receiver stud next to his ear. “DeTully, anything?”

“Nothing.”

“It’s too fucking dark.” Smyles grunted. “Run back to the sin pit and hit up LaRose for some flashlights.”

“Right.” The soft crunch of DeTully’s shoes on the gravel confirmed his order.

“Where the hell are you, woman?” Smyles whispered. “You aren’t one of Malloy’s hookers. I can tell you’re going to be a major pain in the ass.” Standing there in the dark, bitter memories from the past forced themselves into his thoughts ...  

Wilber J.P. Goldwater, Jr., the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, slammed his fist down on his large oak desk, upsetting a forgotten mug of tea. “Smyles, you stupid son-of-a-bitch! How dare you!”

Raymond Smyles shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Sir, I thought—”

“Horseshit!” Goldwater bellowed. “If you thought for one fucking moment about what you did, none of this would’ve happened!” Goldwater dropped his massive frame onto his chair and raked his fingers through thinning grey hair.

“Sir—”

“Shut the fuck up. You’re in shit, Smyles. Deep shit. But worst of all, you put me and the whole fucking company in shit.”

“Sir—”

“Where the hell do you get off? Nikolai Konstantinovich was a very powerful member of the new Russia Commonwealth. You had no fucking right to liquidate him. Now, Moscow is screaming bloody murder. The lame duck ’crat in the White House is bending over for them, and the Joint Chiefs already have most of my ass in a jar.” Spittle dribbled from his lower lip. “It’s a brave new world order we have out there, Smyles. I’m pulling you from the field.”

“With all due respect—” Smyles began.

Goldwater exploded back to his feet. “If you respected me, we wouldn’t be having this conversation!”

“Sir, Konstantinovich was a threat to our national security. I was only doing my job.”

“Your job is surveillance, not murder!”

“But sir—”

Goldwater dropped back into his chair. “You are suspended, pending an investigation.” With a limp wave of his hand, the Deputy Director dismissed Raymond Smyles from the only life he knew ...
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A dark mass loomed before Catherine. She struck the object with a blunt thud before landing on her backside.

Catherine pressed her hands to her face to dull the pain. That’s going to hurt in the morning. She shook the fuzziness from her brain before returning to her feet. With her hand spread out before her, Catherine moved toward the mass until she touched cool metal. The tips of her fingers followed the curves until the object became familiar.

It’s a van. This must be the light I saw.

The palm of her hand rested upon a door handle. She gave it a gentle tug. Locked. Nothing’s ever easy anymore. From a hidden pocket in her handbag, Catherine produced a door pick. She eased the rake in the keyhole and, while making a gentle sawing motion, listened. A soft click and the lock gave. Three seconds. My best time.

Catherine cautiously slid the door open and climbed in. Crouching on the balls of her feet, she eased the door shut behind her.

The dim van interior lit the space with a rainbow test pattern illuminated from a television screen.

Where the hell am I?

Across from her sat a desk with a computer mounted to the inside of the van along with a laptop and a couple of personal tablet devices. Next to it, fastened to a metal rack, rested a stack of hard drives and recording devices. To her right, a tartan curtain separated what would be the driver’s seat from the back of the van. Next to it was a row of narrow shelves. Stacked on the top shelf sat a collection of books: Tolkien’s The Lord of The Rings, Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, plus a book of Shakespeare’s complete works. On the shelf below lay a stack of comic books.

Her left hand rested on a small counter with a hot plate and coffee maker. Beyond it, at the back of the van, was a bed.

With her senses focused, Catherine listened. She wasn’t alone. As she twisted her body toward gentle snoring, her fingers brushed a switch on the control board. The interior of the van suddenly glowed with the bright static noise from a half-dozen video screens. Blinded, Catherine fumbled unsuccessfully for the off switch, but it was too late.

The man on the cot jolted awake.

“Aide moi,” Catherine whispered. “Please help me.”

“Who’s there?” The man asked, his hand shielding his eyes from the light.

Catherine moved into the centre of the van.

He finally focused on her. “I’ve died, and you’re an angel,” he whispered.

Despite her fear, Catherine smiled. “Hardly.”

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Catherine Wildman, RCMP Special Operations. I need your help.”
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Images floated through the dreamy fog of John Riel’s mind. That dreary day at the tiny cemetery deep in the heart of Vancouver.  The rain pelted down hard, and he had no umbrella. His hair hung over his face, in his eyes, and he did not care. John was cold and soaked to the bone, and he did not care. All John really cared about was tucked in a pine box being lowered into the muddy ground.

“... has gone to her rest in the grace of our lord ...”

Kristina was dead.

Only a few people stood around. He didn’t know any of them. Kristina’s friends and co-workers. He stood slightly apart from the small group. John had no relatives; she was as close as it got. And she was dead.

“... in your presence, in your mercy and love ...”

Drugs.

Ink.

Over eight weeks ago, John had last seen his fiancée, and now he would never see her again. He couldn’t remember what they talked about when they last saw each other.

We hadn’t even set the date.

But he did remember when he’d heard. It was raining then, too, when Constable Terry Osborn of Vancouver’s finest showed up at his door. He told John how they found Kristina’s partly decomposed body early that morning during a police raid of a suspected Ink house in South Vancouver.

“... forgive whatever sins she may have ...”

“No!” John cried aloud. He struggled to wake up, but it was not a dream. It was real. Kristina was gone. 

At first, his mind refused to accept the truth. No! Then it slowly sank in, bit by horrible bit. It was not until he saw the remains of her battered and abused body on that cold metal table that he fully broke down and accepted it. Yet, still, he did not cry.

“... ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

A gentle hand touched his shoulder and jarred John Riel back to reality.

The minister had already closed his Bible and left when Madhuri’s soft voice whispered into his ear, “It’s over John. Time to go.”

“Why does it always rain at funerals?” he asked, allowing her to lead him away.

The coffee shop on Baker was quiet. The steaming mug John held in his hands warmed his skin. But not his soul. Madhuri Sahni sat across the booth nibbling on a tuna sandwich. John hadn’t touched his. He didn’t remember arriving ...  leaving ...

“Thanks,” he whispered.

Madhuri smiled. “Ah, monolith speaks. For what?”

“Just being here.”

“You’ve been my leaning post more than once.” She sat her sandwich down and dabbed her lips with a napkin. “What are you going to do now?”

With his thumb and forefinger, John rubbed his eyes. “Go back home.”

“Go back? To Ontario?”

“My parents left me a home. Kris and I were going to live there.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

John avoided her gaze. “I gave my notice this morning. I’m returning to the CWN. They made me a good offer to come back.”

“Going global on the Canada-World News Network. Cool. You realize Mitch is going to pitch a fit.”

“So what? He’s been riding me for the last year. Trying to ‘promote’ me to ‘special features.’ Screw him. The CWN agreed to my conditions about returning. The face of broadcast journalism is changing. This time, in the right direction.”

“You’re preaching to the converted.” Madhuri smiled briefly. “When are you leaving?”

John lowered his gaze a moment. “You’re my friend, my best friend, we’ve known each other for years. Please understand why I must do this.”

“I don’t think I have to be convinced, John.” Madhuri squeezed his hand. “You need direction. You’ve been aimless since that mess in Pôrto Velho. I think you leaving the CWN in the first place and hooking up with CKKC was a mistake. You need to dive back into real news, and with the puff pieces Mitch has been dumping in your lap, I’m surprised you’ve stayed as long as you have.”

“I don’t want you to think I’m abandoning you.”

“Damn it, John,” she snapped, before catching herself. She softened her tone, “I’m a big girl now. You pulled me out of a deep descent, and I’ll never be able to thank you enough for that, but I’m here because I want to be here.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply—”

Madhuri touched his cheek with the tips of her fingers. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have snapped like that.” She slowly pulled her hand back and brushed an untamed curl of hair from in front of her chestnut eyes. “What are your plans?”

“I’m packing up Baby and spending some time on the road. See the country and all that. I’ve got some time to kill before I have to report in at the CWN bureau in Toronto.” John gulped down the remains of his coffee. “I think I need the time to think about, you know, stuff.” He avoided her gaze again. “The rent is covered until the end of the year, so you shouldn’t have any problems.”

“When are you leaving?”

John reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved a small wrapped box. He handed it to Madhuri. “Here. Please take it. I saw you looking at them last Friday.”

She grinned and removed the paper. The open box revealed two large pearl earrings. “God, John. They’re beautiful. You shouldn’t have.”

He stood up and placed a twenty down on the table to cover lunch.

“You’re leaving now?” Her voice wavered for the first time.

“Yeah ...” John stared at the floor.

She placed the earrings on the table, then stood and faced her best friend. “So, this is goodbye?”

“Not goodbye. I promise I’ll keep in touch
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