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NO ONE IS BORN A SPY.

In one way or another, every “righteous” clandestine operative is sought out, enlisted, and trained for the difficult and often terrible work intended to ensure that the principles of freedom triumph over ideologies that seek to dominate and enslave.

The year is 1977; the Cold War is intensifying. Helena Portland—Laynie to her family—is set to graduate from the University of Washington, when recruiters from Marstead International invite her to dinner and an informal employment interview. Laynie is flattered: Marstead International is a technology and aeronautics firm with a global presence and reputation.

But behind their corporate image? Marstead is a front for joint U.S./NATO covert operations.

Not far into the dinner conversation, the recruiters make their pitch: “We have offices around the world, Miss Portland, and we actively seek college graduates with the right mix of aptitude and skills to work and grow within our worldwide market. Actually, we have been observing you for some time. We feel that you have the potential to serve . . . the interests of your country.”

Laynie catches their drift and confronts it. “Let me see if I understand you correctly. You are representatives of a U.S. intelligence agency, unnamed so far, and you are trying to recruit me. Do I have it right?”

When Laynie accepts Marstead’s offer, she is sent through the Company’s rigorous tradecraft and tactical training program. Laynie soon discovers that the world of clandestine service is dirty business. To succeed, operatives must bend and twist the tenets of liberty. Along the way, noble objectives tarnish and corrode, hearts harden, and methods and means drag virtue into the gutter.

Laynie perseveres at the work set before her; she enters into it because she holds a secret—a secret she has never shared with anyone, a view of herself that not only condones the awful choices she is asked to make, but justifies them.

I am worthless; my life has no value. I am only useful when the work I do serves a greater purpose.
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Laynie Portland

THEY RECRUITED AND trained her for their purposes. She turned out better than they expected.
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WHAT IS A PREQUEL? It is the inverse of a sequel; it is a book occurring before the actual first work in a series, whereas a sequel is the book that follows the first work and continues the story. A prequel serves as “the backstory,” providing the reader with intimate, inside information concerning the series’ protagonist.

Laynie Portland, Spy Rising—The Prequel, while being the first book in a four-book series, is, likewise, a look back into young Laynie’s life, how Marstead International recruited her . . . and how they molded Laynie into the spy and seductress they desired her to be.

This statement is true: No one is born a spy. Laynie’s journey into a life of counterintelligence and espionage required intense training and dedication, but that journey is also a tale of choices, of decisions often made for the wrong reasons and on the basis of faulty belief and rationale. Laynie’s story discloses the inexorable breaking down of moral restraint as the pressure of what she desires overrules what she knows is right . . . when the innocence of her youth is stripped away, and the shape of her destiny is set.

Many of us will relate.

Chapter 1
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My Dear Readers,
Did you miss the Foreword?
If so, click the link above to read it 
and, afterward, return here.
The Foreword contains valuable
context for this story.
[image: Laynie Portland]

Seattle, Washington, May 1977

“HEY, MAMA.”

Laynie’s mother, Polly, stood at the kitchen sink, scrubbing vegetables for a chopped salad. Laynie sidled up to her mother, wrapped her arms around Polly’s shoulders, and leaned down to press a kiss to her cheek.

Laynie’s athletic frame towered a good eight inches over Polly Portland, who barely topped five feet and whose corkscrew ebony curls were distinctly unlike Laynie’s straight blond hair. Polly’s husband, Gene Portland, was tall and lanky like Laynie. Although his blond hair had turned silver as he aged, most observers assumed Laynie had inherited her height and coloring from him.

She hadn’t.

“Hey yourself, baby girl. How was your day?”

“All right. Last term paper of the semester turned in. Check! Two more finals, a group presentation, and I’m done.”

“Your daddy and I are so proud of you, Laynie. First girl in the family on either side to earn hersel’ a college degree.”

“You keep saying that, but you and daddy gave me this opportunity, Mama. You worked and saved all my life to pay my way. I just stood on your shoulders; you and daddy ‘earned’ this degree.”

“We wanted to give you every ’vantage we never had, sugar. Wouldn’t have it no other way, and we know you will do us proud. By the way, got you a letter, came t’day.”

“Probably another university hawking their graduate program. Well, I don’t want to go to grad school. I want to get out in the world. Do some real work. See some things.”

Laynie’s parents had hinted that she should pursue a master’s degree, but she’d roundly rebuffed the idea, and they hadn’t pressed it further.

“Throw it away then, Laynie-girl. It’s on the table.”

“Okay. Thanks, Mama.”

Laynie picked up the envelope, surprised not to see a university crest in the return address corner. The paper was expensive, a stiff powder blue with only an embossed P.O box to hint at the sender. She used her father’s letter opener to slit the envelope, then pulled out a single sheet of folded stationery. Same stiff powder blue with a letterhead that read:

MARSTEAD INTERNATIONAL

Global Technologies of the Future

“Oh?” Laynie’s pulse quickened as she skimmed through the letter.

Dear Miss Portland,

Our company, Marstead International, is in the Seattle area interviewing prospective employees for entry-level positions in the field of technology acquisition and transfer. We understand that you will be graduating next month from the University of Washington. Marstead has offices throughout the world, and your degree in political science with a minor in modern languages suggests you would make a promising candidate.

If you are interested in hearing more about opportunities with Marstead, our recruitment team would like to host you for dinner at Metropolitan Grill, Second and Marion, downtown Seattle, Tuesday evening, 6 p.m., for an informal discussion and first interview. Please call us at the number below to confirm your reservation with us.

Cordially,

Regina Lohwen

Marstead International,

Human Resources Division

The letter piqued Laynie’s curiosity. She picked up the phone and made the call. When she finished, she returned to the kitchen and collected flatware and plates to set the table.

“Guess what, Mama? I have my first job interview.”
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THE FOLLOWING TUESDAY evening, Laynie walked into the restaurant lobby. A man and a woman stood to greet her.

“Miss Portland? I’m Bert Norwood of Marstead International. This is my colleague, Angela Stewart.”

Laynie nodded and shook hands with the man and woman, both “seasoned” personnel—in other words, a couple decades older and more experienced than her twenty-two years.

“Please call me Laynie.”

“All right, Laynie, and feel free to call us Angela and Bert. If you’d like to come this way? I’m told our table is ready.”

Laynie followed them through the restaurant and sat down at a table for three set in a corner that offered them privacy for their conversation.

After they had ordered from the menu, Bert asked, “Why don’t you tell us what you’d like to do with your life, Laynie?”

A curious approach, Laynie thought. Most companies want to know what you can offer them. They want you to speak to why they should hire you—or at least that’s what I’ve been told to expect. Laynie had taken a workshop in interviewing techniques, part of which was preparing to present herself in a favorable light, to demonstrate how she might be an asset to the company.

She smiled. “Thank you for asking. Well, I suppose at the deepest level, I’d like my work to harmonize with my personal values and goals. I want my life’s labor to count for something positive. Meaningful. The technology field is growing quickly, and I feel that it will, within the next few decades, impact all aspects of the human experience. I’d like to contribute to that, to making the world a better place.”

Her response must have been received favorably, because Bert replied, “Marstead, too, holds corporate values focused on improving lives through technology. It is actually very important to us that our employees share our desire to make the world a better, safer, and freer place for all people.”

Laynie maintained a neutral expression as she repeated his last words to herself, Safer? Freer? Hmm. A curious turn to the conversation.

Bert continued, “We have offices around the world, Miss Portland, and we actively seek college graduates with the right mix of aptitude and skills to work and grow within our worldwide market. Are you averse to travel? Perhaps relocating to one of our international offices?”

“Not at all. I’d like to see more of the world.”

“I’m glad to hear it. A willingness to travel and relocate advances your candidacy with Marstead. In addition, we look for people who can become comfortable in diverse cultures and environments, able to successfully navigate within them. To that end, we offer our new employees rigorous training, such as immersive language instruction and technology adoption and coaching to make them proficient in their specific positions. We also pay tuition for employees wishing to pursue graduate degrees while in our employ.”

Laynie nodded. “I like the sound of that.”

“Laynie, is your family, by chance, of Scandinavian descent? I ask because you have classic Scandinavian features—the height, blond hair, and blue eyes.”

“My father’s family is Swedish, but I can’t claim his heritage. I was adopted, you see. It was a closed adoption, so I know nothing of my biological parents’ pedigree.”

She laughed softly. “My dad has the Swedish characteristics, all right, but my mother is African American. She’s a little thing, too. I was taller than her before I started junior high.”

“You come from a loving family, I take it?” Angela asked.

“Very much so. There are just the four of us, my parents, me, and my younger brother, Sammie.” She chuckled again. “Sorry. His name is actually Stephen, but I’ve called him Sammie my whole life.”

“Any other family, Laynie? Aunts? Uncles? Grandparents? Cousins?”

“No, not that we are in contact with. I’m afraid my parents’ families, on both sides, didn’t approve of mixed marriages, so they severed ties. Like I said, just the four of us.”

“How would your family feel if you relocated, say, to Europe?”

Laynie thought for a moment. “I think it would be hard for them to accept my choice.”

“And you? How might their feelings affect you?”

She met Angela’s probing gaze. “I would hope they understand that I must follow my dreams and aspirations. Although the distance might be difficult for them to bear, they have always supported my decisions—and it’s not as though we’d never see each other again. The world is getting smaller by the minute.”

The waiter appeared with their entrees, and they waited until he finished serving before resuming their conversation.

As they began to eat, Angela turned the conversation back to business. “To be frank, Laynie, we think you are the type of individual Marstead is looking for: bold, flexible, adaptive, smart. In fact, our Marstead Talent Acquisition Department has been observing you for some time.”

The odd “vibe” Laynie had picked up from the two recruiters was getting odder, but she determined to show no surprise at Angela’s comment, even though she was surprised. Very. 

Angela glanced at Bert as though seeking his confirmation for something. Bert nodded for her to continue.

Angela smiled. “Yes, as it turns out, you are high on our list of potential new hires. Not only is your academic record outstanding, but your gift for languages intrigues us. You are fluent in Spanish and German, I believe?”

“Spanish more than German, but, yes. And a smattering of Swedish—thanks to my dad.”

“Good, good. Adaptability to new situations and facility with language is important in the technology acquisition work we do in foreign countries such as France, Norway, Finland, Estonia, Poland, Germany. And the Soviet Union.

Without skipping a beat, Angela added, “Have you any interest in learning Russian? Tech transfer is difficult enough without the addition of language barriers. We, of course, want to bring any emerging tech home to the States. We wish American industry to continue as the best in the world—while we also keep America strong and secure. How do those goals align with your personal values?”

The instincts humming in Laynie’s head told her to play it cool. What are they really asking me? 

She said, “I would enjoy learning Russian,” but her political science studies were chasing her thoughts down a different path. Marstead acquires technology from the Soviet Union? Hmm. How do they do that? And I wonder how Leonid Brezhnev feels about it? Bet you a doughnut he’s clueless about Marstead’s plans to “bring home emerging tech,” particularly Soviet tech, Angela—but you probably wouldn’t take that bet, would you?

Angela, still pleasant, still probing carefully, said next, “Based on what we’ve seen of you, we feel that you have the character, aptitude, and potential to serve . . . the interests of your country, Laynie.”

There it was.

Laynie snapped to the sudden twist in the conversation—confirmation of what, moments earlier, she’d begun to suspect. Nonetheless, she didn’t question the abrupt turn. She didn’t even flick an eyebrow, but only glanced with indifference at the woman . . . who was watching Laynie a little too closely for her comfort.

This has got to be an interview for an altogether different kind of job, and I don’t particularly appreciate being played with. How would you like having the tables turned, Bert and Angela?

Let’s find out, shall we?

She upgraded her response from cool to coy.

Laynie speared some green beans and sighed a happy sigh. “I just love how they’ve prepared these beans, don’t you, Angela?”

Angela, taken aback at the alteration in Laynie’s affect, blinked. “I, uh, yes. They’re quite good.”

She slid her eyes toward Bert. At Laynie’s gushing pronouncement, he had forked a bite of the beans and, at present, was looking them over as if seeing green beans for the first time in his life. He popped the bite into his mouth and chewed.

He met Angela’s questioning look and shrugged. “Sure. They’re okay.”

“But they’re cooked to perfection, don’t you agree? Not overdone or underdone. It is so hard to achieve the right balance.”

A young bus boy paused at their table to refill their water glasses.

Laynie looked up and smiled. Shifted a little toward him. Lifted her chin. “Hello there.”

“Oh. Hi. Can I get you anything?”

Laynie dimpled, placed her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her palm. “I dunno. What are you offering?”

Color washed up the teen’s neck. He stammered, “I-I . . . um, I-I.” He glanced across the room. “I think m-my manager is waving at me.” He hurried away.

Laynie giggled. “What a cutie. Do you think I embarrassed him? I did, didn’t I?” Her giggle became a full-throated laugh. “Well, I’m sure he’ll get over it. Me? I’m looking forward to dessert—I saw that they have lemon meringue pie on the menu. I just love lemon meringue pie, don’t you?”

Bert—astounded into watchful silence, uncertain of what he was witnessing, but fascinated by it nonetheless—nodded.

“Well, I do hope the pie is fresh.” Laynie leaned across the table and confided, “If lemon pie isn’t fresh, the meringue—you know, the fluffy white part? It gets all chewy and gross.”

Angela and Bert’s chins descended and rose in silent, synchronous agreement, mesmerized by Laynie’s performance.

Then Laynie set down her fork and sat back, her expression serene, but knowing. “So, you were saying about new employee training?”

Angela and Bert snapped out of their trance. Angela managed to say, “Yes. Extensive. The language training. In country, for the most part. Immersive.”

The smile dropped from Laynie’s mouth, and she arched one brow. “So you said.”

She considered Angela, shifted her eyes to Bert, then back to Angela. “Let me see if I understand you correctly. You are representatives of a U.S. intelligence agency, unnamed so far, and you are trying to recruit me. Do I have it right?”

Angela frowned. “Excuse me? Intelligence agency? Marstead is a technology company, Laynie. I’m not sure how you arrived at such an assumption.”

“I might not have all the details right, Angela, but my assumption isn’t wrong.”

Angela offered a subtle nod. “You are quite . . . perceptive, Laynie, although no candidate to date has made such a claim, certainly not with such assurance.”

“Thank you. And this, our meeting this evening, was an assessment of sorts? To see how I might react? Tease out my opinions, find out if I were a peacenik and would run screaming in indignation from the restaurant? Or, should I tilt hawkish, if I might express an interest in, uh, shall we call it, ‘learning Russian?’ That kind of test?”

“As you said,” Angela murmured.

“Okay. How’d I do?”
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THE TWO RECRUITERS, former field agents themselves tasked with seeking out fresh talent for Marstead, later reported to their supervisor. Bert said, “She’s young and inexperienced, but she’s intelligent and savvy beyond her years. When Angela dropped our opener on her, something shifted and came down over those baby blues. First, it was like she dropped 50 IQ points. Instantaneous stupidity.”

He chuckled. “She actually batted her eyes at us.”

“You were as tongue tied as that waiter she picked on—poor kid,” Angela mocked, earning a scowl from Bert.

Their superior was skeptical. “You’re saying the shift in her behavior was intentional? An act?”

“That’s exactly what we’re saying,” Angela confirmed. “Once she figured out what we were about, I think she considered the interview a ‘tryout’ or an audition.”

Bert shrugged. “Always, at that point in an interview, when we shift the conversation, the prospect is fully engaged, either breathless with excitement—in which case we proceed—or angry over the subterfuge—which signals the end of the interview. Since Miss Portland gave us nothing to go on by way of reaction, we weren’t sure which way to proceed.”

He looked to Angela, who added, “Sir, we could have been discussing the color of grass for all the interest or notice she paid us.”

Bert nodded. “Except for the instant change in her personality.”

“Instant, is right. She toyed with us, and it was quite the act. She has real talent, sir, even if it is raw and untrained. And that’s not all.”

“Oh?”

“When she finished her little ‘show,’ she sat back in the booth and, click! the real Laynie Portland—the intelligent, savvy young woman—was back. She looked us in the eye and said, and I quote—” Angela attempted to mimic Laynie’s voice— “‘Let me see if I understand you correctly. You are representatives of a U.S. intelligence agency, unnamed so far, and you are trying to recruit me. Do I have it right?’”

Bert snickered. “Pretty good rendition, Ang.”

Angela chuckled. “Thanks, Bert.”

The man across the desk from the agents leaned forward and folded his hands under his chin. “Interesting. So, a natural?”

“A natural,” Bert echoed.

“Sociopath, you think?”

In the intelligence business, the same traits that made for successful agents—cleverness, glibness, and the ability to charm, lie, and remain unflustered—were shared by people with deeply flawed psyches. For that reason, Marstead screened potential agents carefully.

Bert and Angela glanced at each other and both shook their heads.

Bert answered, “The shrinks will have to sort it out, of course, but we don’t think so. Miss Portland exhibited true empathy, particularly when we turned our conversation toward her family.”

Angela added, “She confirmed to us that her parents have no other active familial connections. ‘Just the four of them,’ she said. Twice.”

Their boss shuffled some papers on his desk. “All right. Let’s get her on board and see how she works out.”
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LAYNIE RETURNED HOME that evening in a sober frame of mind.

Gene Portland was the first to ask, “How did the interview go, Laynie?”

“I think I did well, Dad, but . . .”

“But?”

“Well, if they were to extend an offer to me, it sounds like I’d be sent to one of their foreign offices in Europe.”

Polly and Gene looked at each other, the same dismay on their faces.

“Oh, Laynie,” Polly whispered.

“They haven’t made me an offer, Mama. No sense worrying about what hasn’t happened yet.”

“Would you want to leave Seattle, or the U.S., for that matter?” Gene asked. “We’d sure miss you.”

“Miss you like crazy,” Polly repeated.

About that time, Laynie’s brother, Sammie, wandered into the living room. “Hey, sis. How’d the job interview go?”

Laynie grinned at him. “I killed it, of course.”
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BY THE TIME LAYNIE graduated in June, she had interviewed with three local companies, earning an offer from one of them. However, to Gene and Polly’s chagrin, Marstead asked Laynie to fly to Baltimore, Maryland, for a second interview—said interview to take place over a weekend.

“What does this mean, Laynie?” Polly asked.

“Well, I guess you could say dinner three weeks back was the first-round interview. The trip to Baltimore means I’ve made the cut to the next round.”

“You’ve been offered a lovely job here in Washington State, Laynie.”

“I know, Mama, but . . .”

But I’ll be bored out of my mind within six months.

But I’ll hate the stifling corporate culture.

But I’ll wonder, for the rest of my life, what if?

“But?”

“I think I should see what Marstead offers before I make a decision.”

Polly’s face creased in concern. “Laynie, have you prayed on this?” she asked. “Have you asked the Lord to direct your steps?”

Laynie knew the questions were coming; she’d practiced dodging them for years now—since high school, when she told her parents she didn’t want to go to church with them any longer. What she wanted in that regard didn’t matter, of course. Her parents insisted that, while she lived at home, she attend church with them.

Sammie had embraced their faith, had embraced Jesus; it was Laynie who had not. Sammie had become a Christian at summer camp when he was ten; Laynie, in contrast, had resisted the spiritual tug on her life.

Why? Why am I so different from Sammie?

It was something Laynie had wondered for years.

The answers were always the same: Because Laynie was three years older than Sammie. Because Laynie had memories—horrible memories—from before . . . prior to when Gene and Polly adopted them. Sammie had been a baby, but Laynie remembered. She remembered—with so much anguish!—a young girl screaming, “No! You can’t take them away! You can’t take them!”

“Care.” The word, a name, sighed from Laynie’s mouth.

Care, where are you? Why did you leave me?

Laynie had found no resolution, only pain, a pain she’d known as far back as she could remember, a pain for which Polly had rocked and rocked her, night after night, trying to comfort Laynie when she and Sammie had first come to the Portlands.

Laynie didn’t know where the pain had come from or when it had become part of her. She couldn’t recall when it had morphed . . . and become guilt. All she knew was that a voice inside her head had reached out to “help” her make sense of her loss.

Maybe . . . the voice whispered, maybe it is your fault.

The “it” in “maybe it is your fault” was the answer to a jumble of questions beginning with the word “why”: Why had Laynie’s birth parents given her and Sammie up for adoption? Why had Laynie and Sammie been ripped away from them, why would no one tell Gene and Polly where their children came from? And why did Laynie’s faint memories of Care (whoever she was) hurt so profoundly?

The voice had taunted Laynie every day of her life thereafter. Mocking her. Blaming her. Follow-on accusations had wormed their way into her heart, but the accusations were so dark, so horrific, that she avoided teasing them out to their conclusions. Still, the whispers ripped and clawed at Laynie:

What if I am to blame? What if it is my fault our real parents wanted nothing to do with us? What if I am the reason Care was screaming?

She would die if the whispers were true! Instead, to avoid probing or acknowledging them, she shoved them into a box and slammed the lid on them—effectively creating a secret.

Her secret.

But slamming the lid on the box hadn’t prevented the conclusions from sinking down into her soul, hadn’t stopped her heart from declaring, God couldn’t possibly love me . . . if I did all that. As a result, Laynie had embraced a mantra rooted in self-loathing:

I am worthless. I have no value. Why would God love me? He wouldn’t.

These “facts” that she repeated to herself were why she had rejected Jesus—or, rather, why she was convinced he had rejected her. If he is God, she reasoned, then surely, he knows the truth about me—just like she knew the truth about him.

He doesn’t want me. How could he, as awful as I am?

Marstead intrigued Laynie for one reason: If they took her on, perhaps the work they gave her to do would have real importance. Perhaps she would find some form of redemption or significance in giving herself to that work.

I have no worth. I have no value.

I don’t matter, but perhaps the work I do can serve a greater purpose.

Maybe then her life would have meaning.
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Chapter 2
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A MARSTEAD EMPLOYEE picked Laynie up at Baltimore/ Washington International airport on the third Friday in June. He drove, without a word of narration, west then south—about fifty miles total, Laynie estimated—until, in a stretch of hilly, treed countryside with few houses visible, the car turned up a lengthy graveled drive and came to a stop before an imposing steel gate. Laynie saw that the gate was attached to a fence of similar daunting construction, a fence that stretched away from the gate in both directions and disappeared into a thick swath of trees and bushes—trees and bushes that were cleverly planted to hide the fence line.

Welcome to the hidden heart of Marstead, Laynie thought, right here, just north of D.C. She shivered, and was honest enough to admit she was more excited than anxious about what lay behind the fence.

A guard shack stood to the side of the gate, and an armed guard wearing a dark uniform walked to the driver’s window. The driver presented a badge, then rolled down the rear window so the guard could look inside. The guard said nothing to Laynie, and she said nothing to him. He glanced from his clipboard to her face several times before he gestured to someone else in the shack.

The gate rolled aside on thick wheels; Laynie’s driver pulled through and on up the drive. When the drive forked, the driver went right. Laynie tried to see what was on the left, but the judiciously planted landscaping blocked her view. She heard noises, though—distinctive popping sounds.

A minute later, they stopped before a squat, two-story, cedar-shake lodge. Laynie was grateful when the driver opened her door—as she was convinced that the door was locked and she would not have been able to open it from inside. When she stepped out, she was surprised to see Angela waiting for her.

“Hi there. Have a nice flight?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Follow me. The driver will see to your luggage.”

They walked up the steps to the front entrance, passed through double doors, a foyer, and a second set of double doors, into the perfectly normal great room of a mountain lodge, complete with monstrous fireplace—not burning, of course, given it was June, the air hot and humid.

Angela signaled Laynie to follow her. She headed up a short run of steps to a landing then took a ninety-degree turn to the right. Another eight steps, and they were on the second-floor mezzanine, overlooking the living room below.

“This way.” Angela pointed down a hall perpendicular to the center of the mezzanine. “Your room is second on the left.”

Angela unlocked the door, swung it wide, and handed Laynie the key. “You have an hour to freshen up. We’ll meet by the fireplace at 6:30 for introductions and orientation, followed by dinner. If you happen to come upon another candidate before then, do not introduce yourself.”

She cast a sharp eye on Laynie. “Got it?”

“Er, yes. Got it.”
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WHEN LAYNIE APPROACHED the fireplace a jot before 6:30, she was joined by Angela, two men and a woman near her age whom she assumed were also candidates, and the man who was to explain and oversee their activities during the next two days.

“Good afternoon. I’m Wes Trammel, your liaison for the weekend.”

Nothing about the man was soft, welcoming, or reassuring; he was all business—tough and without a hint of humor. Laynie wondered what else lurked below the surface.

“You are here because you expressed an interest in Marstead and we expressed an interest in you. Whether we continue to be interested in you remains to be seen.”

He nodded to Angela, who handed out lanyards with badges on them. “Put these on, please.”

Laynie’s badge displayed her likeness in black and white and the word, “Green.” She glanced at the other candidates’ badges. One read “Black,” another, “Blue,” the last, “Red.”

Trammel pointed to Laynie’s badge. “Anonymity is the rule. Your alias, for the duration of the weekend, is what is printed on your badge. Aliases equal anonymity. Do not share your given names or any part of your real identity or background with each other. Doing so is grounds for dismissal from consideration.”

After delivering the no-nonsense warning, he moved on. “Marstead is a global leader in a very competitive field, so we are quite careful who we hire. Before we invited you here, we performed in-depth background checks on each of you. You would not be here had your background check come back anything less than pristine.

“Tomorrow and Sunday you will submit to a battery of examinations. These tests will, I daresay, cover every aspect of your life and every aptitude you can conceive of and, likely, a few you can’t.

“You’ll be poked, prodded, needled—literally—psychoanalyzed, and intentionally provoked. We want—no, we need—to know what you are made of, what you believe, what we can expect to build into you, and what we might have to hammer out of you. Should you fail to meet our expectations? No harm, no foul. You return home, without prejudice.

“If you choose to move forward at this time, however, we must have assurances. From this moment on, we must have your promise that you will not speak of, allude to, or reference, in any form of communication, written or spoken, this facility, the activities of this weekend, our personnel, or other candidates you meet. You will never reference Marstead International in any manner other than exactly as we instruct you. Period. Full stop—and we will ask you to sign such paperwork as will add teeth to your verbal agreement.

“If you, at this point, choose to opt out of this weekend’s activities, this is your opportunity. Speak now, and we will see you to the airport—again, no harm, no foul.”

He stared into each candidates’ eyes for a full ten seconds and asked the same question of them individually. “Do you understand what I have just said, and do you choose to continue?”

The first guy, Black, came to attention and shouted, “Sir! Yes, sir!”

“This isn’t the military, Black.”

“Sir! Er, no, sir.”

The next two candidates, the other male and female, Blue and Red, respectively, said simply, “Yes, sir.”

He came to Laynie. “Do you understand what I have just said, and do you choose to continue?”

Laynie’s imagination burned within her. She had to learn more.

“Yes, I understand and agree.” She put out her hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Trammel.”

He shook her hand but chuckled as he did. “I have a feeling you’ll change your mind about the ‘pleasure’ of it, Green, but I promise you it’ll at least be interesting.”

Trammel and Angela led them into a room just off the lodge’s great room. They took seats (assigned by their color) at a table before a whiteboard.

Trammel spoke. “You have chosen to proceed with this weekend’s activities. You are taking a chance on us—and we are taking a chance on you. It is time now to codify our spoken agreement in writing.

“I will ask you to sign a raft of permission paperwork including a binding nondisclosure agreement—a contract. Whether you sign the NDA or, upon further reflection, choose not to, you are, due to your verbal agreement, already under its legal restrictions.

“Should you speak of this weekend, employing verbiage other than the specified wording we will provide to you, you can expect us—and we promise—to rain hellfire down upon you and yours. I further promise that you will have difficulty finding meaningful employment in your chosen discipline if you break the terms of our agreement. Have I made myself clear?”

Laynie glanced at the other three candidates and noted their shock and stillness, but Trammel’s threat had not taken her by surprise.

Only because I’ve already construed what Marstead really is, obscured by its elaborate façade.

Trammel offered again, “Does anyone wish to be excused at this time? No?”

Angela had closed the door to the classroom when they entered; now she locked it. She then placed a pen and a stack of papers before each of the four candidates.

Trammel turned the room’s white board around and pointed to the list of documents printed on it in black erasable marker.

“The first document is the nondisclosure agreement. You have seven minutes to read and sign the NDA,” Trammel said, pointing to the board.

Laynie placed the NDA before her and perused the first page. Huh? If I break the terms of this nondisclosure agreement, I can be brought up on charges in a closed, secret court and serve a prison term outside American jurisdiction?

The idea of prison was concerning in itself, but what was more concerning was where it would be served.

Why outside American jurisdiction? How is that even legal?

She read further and, without shifting her head, side-eyed her fellow candidates. They, too, were considering the unusual terms they read.

Well, I know how to keep my mouth shut. That’s the deal. That’s all I need to do at this point—agree to keep my own mouth shut.

She read and initialed each page where indicated, then signed and dated the document, then turned it over and placed it to the side of the stack.

Eventually Trammel announced, “You have one minute remaining to complete the NDA.”

Three of them had finished; the fourth, Blue, fiddled with his pen, but had not put it to paper.

Trammel spoke again. “Time’s up. If you wish to decline the NDA, please exit the room now.”

Without a word, Blue stood and left. Angela followed him out. The three remaining candidates looked at each other and shrugged, but Laynie noticed that Red was blinking her eyes more often than was normal.

Trammel collected the NDAs. “The next document gives us permission to . . .”

Over a forty-minute span, Laynie read and signed document after document, giving her consent to be evaluated, as Trammel said, in every manner she could conceive of.

When Laynie’s permissions were initialed, signed, dated, and neatly restacked, Angela collected them, and Trammel announced dinner.

The meal was a quiet, efficient affair. Trammel sat at the head of the table; the three candidates ate without speaking—given there wasn’t a single topic they could talk about.

Black tried anyway. “How ’bout those Yankees?” he quipped.

One stony glance from Trammel shut him down.

Laynie toyed with her chicken Alfredo. Tough room.

Following dinner, Trammel again herded them into the classroom.

“You are here as potential employees of Marstead International. Marstead is a global aeronautics and technology firm, but you may, rightly so, suspect that Marstead is much more than that. Let me tell you what we are not.

“We are not FBI, CIA, NIA, DIA, or any shirttail relation. We are neither a governmental nor law enforcement organization. You won’t find us on any U.S. federal org chart or budget line. So, what are we?

“Marstead International is a bona fide, profit-making company. As such, we are self-funded, not subject to Congressional oversight. Of Marstead’s some 6,700 employees worldwide, approximately seventy-four percent are classed Beta, meaning they know nothing more of Marstead’s activities than the profile Marstead projects to the world.

“Marstead’s ‘other’ activities and its affiliations? Marstead is an unofficial U.S./NATO partnership. As such, we are concerned with the acquisition of emerging technologies and with foreign intelligence gathering. Our goal is to keep the NATO Alliance strong; our focus is on those nations whose ideologies and weapons production pose a threat to the free world. I refer, specifically, to the Soviet Union, although other Communist nations such as Cuba, North Korea, and China are also on our
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