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​Task Force Resolute holds a mandate to hunt terrorists online. Director Wolfe provides the funding and agency umbrella under which Resolute operates, while Bella Tobin serves as Resolute’s team leader. Bella, however, is not this woman’s actual name. It is the current identity of Laynie Portland, spy extraordinaire, a covert asset who operated under deep cover in Sweden and Russia for more than twenty years before “coming in from the cold.”

Enter Resolute’s top intelligence analyst, Jasmine Jessup, or Jaz as she prefers. In front of her teammates, Jaz cuts a touchy, solitary, and peculiar figure. Few individuals alive, including her team, are aware that she, like Laynie, has a shadowed past, a dark history hidden behind a barricade of counterfeit identities—more aliases than even Laynie Portland could boast. 

At the same time, Wolfe, Bella, and Task Force Resolute guard Jaz’s most precious secret: Within the upper echelons of international hacking, Jaz’s brilliance and reputation are legend—for behind a keyboard, Jaz reigns as Vyper, the Venom Queen, a computer guru who instills both dread and reverence across the global hacker community. 

Despite her renown in cyberspace, Jaz is not a trained field agent. So why would Director Wolfe recruit Jaz for a dicey undercover assignment—one he insists has her name written all over it? 

Turns out, it isn’t Jaz but Vyper Director Wolfe desperately needs for this high-risk assignment. 

As Jaz prepares for her assignment, uppermost in her training is operational security. Her handlers stress the peril that would await her should she be recognized as Vyper by someone in the hacker community, thus blowing her cover. Even so, no one could predict that Jaz will soon face a dangerous figure from her past—an individual who will hold her life in his hands. 
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Laynie Portland

They recruited and trained her for their purposes. She turned out better than they expected.

Book 1: Laynie Portland, Spy Rising—The Prequel

Book 2: Laynie Portland, Retired Spy, Finalist, 2020 Carol Awards and Selah Awards

Book 3: Laynie Portland, Renegade Spy

Book 4: Laynie Portland, Spy Resurrected

Book 5: Vyper, A Laynie Portland Sequel
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Regina, Saskatchewan
October 1975
“That child is staring at me.” The group home’s foster mother, Maude Northam, pursed her lips. The lines between her brows deepened and drew closer together. “It is unsettling.”

The overtaxed caseworker, a few years past her prime, glanced at the girl standing in the foyer just inside the group home’s doorway. She set the child’s suitcase on the floor before she answered.

“Don’t let it bother you. She is simply sizing you up.”

“Really, Miss Timmons! Her, sizing me up?”

Miss Timmons massaged her tired eyes. “Yes. She does that.” The caseworker’s equally weary smile seemed to blend wry humor with regret. “Such a clever little thing she is. I have known Jenny since she entered the system, and it grieves me that we must place her in yet another new environment.”

The two women studied the child. The girl, her dark hair parted in the middle and plaited into two tidy braids, studied them back. Her pale green eyes did not shift or blink.

Mrs. Northam sniffed. “I hardly think our home an appropriate fit for her. My husband and I care for children ages seven to thirteen. This girl is what? Four or five? Not our age bracket, I’m afraid. No, not a fit at all.”

“She will be six come spring, but is small for her age. However, as I said, she is intelligent and, I am sorry to again impress upon you, no other options are open to us on such short notice.”

“So you say. How long has she been in care?”

“Her mother left her at the entrance to our offices when she was two years old.”

“Why? Was there something wrong with the girl?”

“Nothing wrong with her. More likely the mother was unfit. From the bits and pieces the child told us, we deduced that her mother was a sex worker who, because of her line of work, could no longer care for an active toddler.”

“From what the child told you, you say? Surely a two-year-old couldn’t tell you much. I assume the mother left a note with her?”

Miss Timmons’ chuckle was sardonic. “A note? Not so much as a scrap. What we pieced together was that the mother left Jenny on our steps early on a Monday morning thinking we’d find her as we arrived to work. Regrettably, it was autumn—quite chilly, you know—and the day her mother left her was a holiday. Offices closed. I arrived at work early Tuesday morning and came across her sitting on the steps, just as patient and unruffled as can be.” 

“Merciful heavens! Left alone through the cold of night? Why, how did she survive? And did no one notice her?”

“We think not. Rather, the evidence suggests that Jenny took it upon herself to provide for her needs. Next to the office steps we found a package of cookies, half-eaten; a pile of bubblegum wrappers; an empty juice bottle; and a rumpled stadium blanket—new, with the price tag still attached.”

Miss Timmons inclined her head toward the girl. “Evidently, Jenny had spent the night curled up in the flower bed.”

“So her mother left her with a blanket and food.”

“Doubtful. We believe Jenny was left with nothing but the clothes on her back.”

“Then someone did notice her and gave her those things.”

“No.”

“But someone had to have helped her. Why would you think otherwise?”

“Just this: When we asked Jenny where she got the items, she pointed to the little market on the opposite corner. We showed the blanket and trash to the store manager. He verified that the items could have come from his stock—and the tag on the blanket proved that it, at a minimum, had. However, his evening employees swore that they never saw the child, nor did they recall selling those items.” 

Miss Timmons shrugged. “It seems that Jenny crossed the street by herself and ‘appropriated’ what she needed.”

“At two years of age? Preposterous!”

Miss Timmons turned and smiled at the girl, who puffed out a tiny, aggrieved breath in response.

“I would not have disagreed with you—that is until Jenny volunteered her full name, her age, even her date of birth, and declared that she was hungry and would like pancakes, if you please. According to the DOB she provided, she was all of two years and five months. However, when we asked her about her mother, her father, or where she’d lived, she would only lift her little shoulders as if she did not know . . . or was, perhaps, unwilling to tell us. That was when I began to realize what a special child we had on our hands.”

“Special?”

“Yes, special. I have come to the conclusion that Jenny is abnormally bright and precocious, a child who, because she was neglected, learned early on to be self-reliant.”

“And yet a child that special has not been adopted since entering care?”

“That is correct. You can see that she is a healthy, comely little mite, and we had no lack of prospective adoptive parents. Nonetheless, out of three adoption attempts, not one worked out.”

“Why is that?”

“My experience tells me that most children in the system long for loving parents, whereas Jenny is content to live in a bubble of her own making. She keeps to herself, does well in school, and requires little help.” 

Miss Timmons glanced at the child. “I think it highly regrettable that the majority of prospective adoptive parents these days desire a child who will need and love them. Parents such as I’ve described are less receptive to a child who scarcely notices them, is less than affectionate, prefers her own company, and will not assimilate into the family. For those reasons, Jenny has never stayed long in an adoptive situation—or in a foster home for that matter. Eventually, an uproar ensues, and like today, we’re called in to remove her.”

“Eh? So you have brought me an unruly child, is that it?”

“No. It is not that she’s unruly or difficult; it is more that she is different and, therefore, frequently misunderstood. And as I said, she is intelligent. Frankly, Mrs. Northam, Jenny is probably smarter than the two of us put together.”

Maude Northam grimaced. “Is she, now? I suppose that remains to be seen. So what did she do to lose her place at her most recent foster home?”

“Truth be told, I cannot fault her. I believe the family’s ten-year-old biological son bullied her. According to Jenny, he pulled her hair, teased her about her name, and pinched her. Hit her when he could get her alone.”

“The parents didn’t notice what was happening? Didn’t take steps to stop him?”

Miss Timmons sighed. “Theirs was not the best of foster homes, and you know how overburdened the system is. The girl insists she did try to tell the parents, but they turned a deaf ear to her. My observations told me they doted on their son and barely tolerated little Jenny.”

“Jenny is a common enough name. Why would the boy tease her about her name?”

“According to the child, her full name is Geneviève Zenibaa Simard. We call her Jenny.”

“Simard is a good French Canadian surname, but Zenibaa? That is an indigenous name, isn’t it?”

“It is a First Nations name, yes. However, the child does not look to be even a quarter Native—not with those green eyes of hers. Her cheekbones and the slight cant to those eyes might point to Indian blood but, without the identity of her parents, we could only surmise that she was of Native ancestry. Even with Jenny providing a date of birth, we found nothing. Without proper documentation, her lineage was purely conjecture on our part, and she was classed as Non-Status Indigenous.”

“Huh. So the boy in the family teased her and called her names? Surely that was no reason for his parents to surrender her.”

“Oh, they had reason enough.”

Mrs. Northam folded her ample arms across her chest. “Then it’s like I said! You’ve brought me a budding delinquent—and I do not appreciate it, I really do not. I will not have a willful, troublemaking child disrupting the entire household.”

“She will not be a problem if you handle her fairly.”

“What? If I handle her fairly? Fair or not, I expect obedience, I do.” 

Miss Timmons’ mouth tightened as she faced the other woman. “Let me speak frankly, Mrs. Northam. I have received less-than-glowing reports about this house, and I will return frequently to ensure that Jenny is thriving here. I had better not find any reason to remove her from your care.”

“Well, I never. I will not be intimidated by the likes of you!”

Miss Timmons had been a social worker for twenty-five years, and she had seen it all. Her expression did not shift an iota. “Mrs. Northam, you would do well to remember my warning. If you treat Jenny fairly, she will give you no grief.”

“And if the girl feels she isn’t treated fairly? What then?” 

“As I said, the older boy in her last home bullied her, and his parents did not believe Jenny when she complained to them. The last straw for Jenny was when she told them the boy had cut off the end of one of her braids and still they disbelieved her.”

“Easy enough to check such a story. Did she lie to them?”

“Jenny is no liar. They found an inch missing from the end of her left braid. However, when they asked their son if he had cut her braid, he denied it. His parents decided Jenny had done it herself to get attention. Instead of believing her, they punished her for defaming their little darling.”

The foster mother’s eyes narrowed. “And then?”

The caseworker tendered a uncharacteristically sardonic grin. “Let us just say that the parents came to regret their choices.”

Maude Northam backed up a step. Her eyes jinked to the child then back to the caseworker. “Y-you cannot leave that girl with me—not if she is given to violence. I won’t stand for it! We have other children in this home, you know, and we must protect them.”

“Oh, I assure you, Mrs. Northam, Jenny hasn’t a violent bone in her body. She is merely what I call . . . a creative problem solver.”

“Nonsense! You must disclose the reason the parents in her last placement surrendered her. I insist that you tell me exactly what the girl did!”

Across the vestibule, the child unwrapped a piece of bubble gum, exhaled a longsuffering sigh, slipped the gum into her mouth, and slowly chewed it. 

Miss Timmons quirked a fond smile on her. “I know we have kept you waiting, Jenny, but please be patient a little longer. Thank you; you’re a good girl.”

The girl replied with a small nod.

Mrs. Northam snorted. “My, my, don’t you behave as though the child were an honored guest! Well, she won’t be a guest here.”

Miss Timmons leaned toward the foster mother. “What I do is address Jenny with respect, Mrs. Northam, because when I do, she is docile and biddable.”

Mrs. Northam bristled. “Well, she’ll mind her Ps and Qs for me, she will! And she will show proper respect to her elders—if—if I even allow you to leave her with us in the first place. Now, I insist that you tell me what mischief she got up to for her last foster parents to toss her out.”

Miss Timmons echoed the little girl’s resigned sigh. “All right. I will tell you. And afterward? You would do well to mind my warning and manage Jenny in an equitable manner. If she has a complaint, listen to her. Believe her. And act on her complaint.”

“Yes, yes. So you’ve said.”

Miss Timmons turned her back on the child and began quietly, “When little Jenny encounters a problem or is the recipient of a perceived insult and cannot get an adult to address her grievance, she sets about solving the situations herself. Several of her foster parents have told me the same, and her most recent foster parents, Mr. and Mrs. Placard, confirm it.”

“What can you possibly mean by ‘she sets about solving the situations herself’?”

“Mrs. Northam, really! I am getting to it—and I will get to it quicker if you do not continue to interrupt me.”

The group home mother scowled; her pinched lips thinned further. 

Shaking her head, Miss Timmons continued. “The first event occurred one evening after dinner when Mrs. Placard noticed money missing from her purse.”

“What? Now you tell me the child’s a thief? I’ll have you know, I abide no thieves here, Miss Timmons.”

“Mrs. Northam, kindly shut up until I am finished.”

The sneer Mrs. Northam sent Miss Timmons could have frosted window panes in July—but Miss Timmons had seen worse and had stared down the best.

“As I was saying before you interrupted me, Mrs. Northam, that evening, Mrs. Placard discovered that a twenty-dollar bill had gone missing from her purse. She suspected Jenny had taken the money. Mrs. Placard searched Jenny’s room but found nothing. When Mrs. Placard demanded Jenny return the money, Jenny asked if Mrs. Placard had also searched Howard’s room—Howard being the Placards’ ten-year-old son and Jenny harboring a need for equal treatment. 

“When Mrs. Placard retorted that her ‘little gentleman’ was no thief, Jenny answered by asking where Howard had gotten the candy. Mrs. Placard wanted to know what candy. Jenny said she’d seen Howard eating a candy bar before dinner.

“Howard was out playing at the time, so Mrs. Placard went into his room. She spied a crumpled candy bar wrapper in Howard’s waste basket and turned on Jenny, accusing her of putting the wrapper in the trash herself. Jenny then asked why Howard had no appetite at dinner.

“Mrs. Placard recalled that Howard had not seemed hungry over dinner, and so, with reluctance, she searched the remainder of Howard’s room. She discovered cash—several small bills and some change—and two candy bars tucked under Howard’s mattress. When she and Mr. Placard confronted Howard, he denied taking the money or buying any candy. What he did admit to was seeing Jenny holding a candy bar before dinner and he confessed to taking the candy bar from Jenny so that she would not ruin her appetite—his reason for taking Jenny’s candy bar delivered in a most pious manner, I’m certain.”

Mrs. Northam’s sneer drained away. “Are you suggesting that little Geneviève took the money, bought some candy, then put the change and candy under Howard’s mattress? But wouldn’t that also mean she intentionally allowed Howard to see the candy bar she had in her hand, knowing he’d steal it from her?”

Miss Timmons did not alter her expression except to raise one eyebrow, so Mrs. Northam finished her line of reasoning. “But what you are insinuating, however implausible, is that Geneviève planned these many details in order to discredit Howard—all because he bullied her and his parents didn’t believe her?”

Miss Timmons’ mouth twitched. “Have I your attention now?”

“But that’s diabolical . . . and she’s just a child!”

“A brilliant child, Mrs. Northam, as I have said more than once. Do you care to hear the rest?”

Mrs. Northam swallowed. “I-I do. Yes. If you please.”

“Very well, since you asked politely. Even though the Placards found money and candy under Howard’s mattress, they did not act. They were unconvinced that Howard had taken the money in the first place but they could not prove Jenny’s guilt, so they let the matter lie—which was a mistake. 

“One night, a few days later, after the children were abed, Mr. Placard poured himself his evening libation, only to discover that his bourbon tasted ‘off.’ Watered down. He and Mrs. Placard checked on both children. Jenny was sound asleep with no hint of bourbon about her person. Howard was sleeping also, but the faint odor of bourbon lingered near his mouth. When the Placards awakened him, they discovered that his pillow, rather than he, held the odor . . . as though alcohol had been dribbled on it.”

“Mon Dieu! The child is a demon!”

“Are you daft, Mrs. Northam? I have told you repeatedly that she is intelligent and will not tolerate being treated unfairly. More accurately, from what I have observed and documented, she can hold a sizable grudge if her plight is unjust and nothing is done to amend the unfairness. Case in point, this prank was not the end of her ‘setting things right’ between herself and young Howard and his biased parents.”

Miss Timmons forged ahead. “A week later, Howard’s school principal phoned Mr. Placard at his work. A book report Howard had turned in was found by his teacher to contain a number of profane lines and disturbing phrases. The language was so concerning that the principal required Howard be evaluated by the school psychiatrist. That was when the Placards called me in, because by now they were convinced Jenny was behind this incident as well as the previous two events.

“They rehearsed the first two episodes to me, and then I looked over Howard’s book report. It was written in pencil, you see, and while I was reading it, I detected faint erasure marks. And although the rewritten text bore a striking similitude to Howard’s handwriting, Mr. Placard insisted Jenny had to have taken the report from Howard’s book bag and revised it. I agreed that she likely had. As Howard was known to be rather a poor student, Jenny probably presumed he would decline to reread the report before he turned it in.”

Miss Timmons chuckled. “She was right about that.”

Lifting a hand to forestall additional questions from the disquieted Mrs. Northam, Miss Timmons added, “I set about finding Jenny another placement at once, but a week passed without success. The final incident, which occurred yesterday, is what generated Jenny’s emergency removal to your group home.”

Mrs. Northam grew pale. “What,” she implored in a whisper, “what did she do yesterday?”

Miss Timmons checked over her shoulder to assure herself that the child was paying their murmured conversation no mind. Jenny had her back to the women. As far as Miss Timmons could ascertain, the child was engrossed in tracing the woodgrain on the home’s entrance door—which, in Miss Timmons’ experience, was no assurance at all.

She lowered her voice to a whisper. “A schoolmate of Howard’s, one Jonathan Wexler, came upon a note taped to his locker when he arrived at school yesterday. Jonathan, according to his school records, is intellectually challenged and thus is older—and larger—than his elementary classmates. He also possesses a nasty temper and has been suspended twice for fighting.”

“The note?” Mrs. Northam’s interjection was breathless. “What did it say?”

“The note, Mrs. Northam, contained a stick figure of Jonathan with the word ‘RETARD’ in all caps pointing to the figure.”

Miss Timmons bent a knowing nod on the other woman. “The note was signed with Howard Placard’s name.”

Mrs. Northam gasped; her hand went to her mouth.

“Yes, just so. Jonathan sought out Howard Placard straightaway and thrashed him. Thoroughly, I might add. Jonathan was expelled, of course.”

“Why, this child you’ve brought here is a budding sociopath!”

“Not at all. With proper oversight, she willingly obeys the rules—as long as they are enforced equally and impartially. All she requires is that you treat her justly and leave her, for the most part, to her own devices.”

Multiple misgivings etched themselves across Mrs. Northam’s face and began to work their way out of her mouth, but the foster mother’s objections did not deter Miss Timmons from her mission.

“I have here an order to place Jenny in your care, Mrs. Northam, and you have no choice in the matter. On the other hand, you have the power to ensure that Jenny feels welcome in this home. You also have the power to demonstrate to her that you are willing to protect her from older, less friendly children. If she comes to you with a complaint? Hear her out. Show her you care and are trustworthy. Believe what she asserts, act to help her, and all will be well. If you follow my advice to the letter, I predict that she will give you little to no grief.” 

Miss Timmons witnessed the other woman’s struggle. She watched Mrs. Northam glance several times at the waiting child, who now sat cross-legged on the floor, chin supported by one hand, the other hand twirling a braid, the embodiment of boredom.

“I . . . I see,” Mrs. Northam finally breathed.

“Right, then. I am glad we had this conversation.”

Slowly and purposefully, Mrs. Northam straightened and unclenched her arms. She somehow managed to muster a smile and affix it to her face. On a long exhale, she walked toward the little girl, bent down, and held out her hand. 

“Jenny? I am Mrs. Northam. I bid you welcome to our home. I hope you will be happy here. Please do, um, come to me right away if you have any problems, yes? Any worries? I assure you that I or my husband, Albert, will take steps to ensure that the other children in our home treat you well. But should they, er, pick on you, you must let me know straightaway, yes? I promise we will handle them.”

Jenny ignored Mrs. Northam’s outstretched hand but nodded in the affirmative.

“Well. Very good. Shall I show you to your room now, Jenny?”

To Miss Timmons’ mind, Mrs. Northam appeared shocked when Jenny answered, “Yes, please.”

“Jenny? Before you go . . .” Miss Timmons knelt on the floor in front of the child and gently placed her palms on Jenny’s shoulders. The girl squirmed some, then settled. “Do you remember me telling you about Jesus?”

Jenny’s chin bobbed once.

“I am glad! I pray you never forget that he loves you. If you need him, do call on his name. Can you remember to do that?”

The girl shifted her gaze aside. An impatient sigh escaped her mouth.

“I understand. You have been alone a long time and things have not always been pleasant, dear child, but please do not forget how much Jesus loves you?” It was more a plea than a reminder. 

Another clipped bob of the chin was the only answer Miss Timmons received. 

“Come, Jenny,” Mrs. Northam murmured. 

The girl waved goodbye to Miss Timmons and followed Mrs. Northam out of the foyer.
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Task Force Resolute
Mid-March 2002
Griffin Industries resides in one of hundreds of similar and unremarkable commercial office suites within a Germantown business park approximately thirty miles north of Washington, DC. Griffin Industries occupies one quarter of a building in such a park, a two-story slice of the building. 

Tomlinson Technologies occupies the remaining three quarters of the overall structure, but the two tenants do not share a parking lot. Tomlinson and other businesses within the park are welcoming to client and customer visitors. Not Griffin Industries. 

Griffin Industries’ plot of ground is fully fenced. It offers neither visitor parking nor public entrance. Sole access to the building is via an underground parking garage and the elevator within the garage. Admission to the parking garage is through a guarded and fortified gate; access to the elevator is by key card and PIN only.

Within Griffin Industries resides Task Force Resolute, the team of antiterrorism analysts that blunted an attempt to poison thousands of New Year’s Eve partiers with fentanyl-laced ecstasy. On the heels of the foiled New Year’s Eve attack, Resolute also prevented a shipping container packed with several thousand pounds of carfentanil—a drug one hundred times more powerful than fentanyl—from landing in a US port. That single act thwarted a plot to pollute the Washington, DC, water system with massive amounts of water-soluble carfentanil. Even a few drops of carfentanil-spiked water on human skin would have been lethal, would have turned DC’s morning coffee and showers into weapons of mass destruction.

Griffin Industries is Task Force Resolute’s home base—its secure base. Four months ago, the facility hadn’t been secure enough. Griffin Industries had been attacked, the building’s defenses breached, and Task Force Resolute nearly cut down. Resolute’s Director, Jack Wolfe, evacuated the team to Broadsword, a specialized training facility in the mountains of Virginia, and a secure fallback location. Then Wolfe took steps to ensure that such a penetration of the facility would never happen again.

He ordered that the gate and the fence surrounding Griffin Industries be upgraded, a fortified guard shack at the gate be added and staffed by an armed, two-person security team, and that two additional guards and a dog would patrol the perimeter 24/7. A state-of-the-art camera system now studded the exterior of the building. Finally, in place of a lone security officer checking IDs in the open lobby where the elevator arrived, two armed security specialists stood post behind a reinforced wall, prepared to defend the facility’s single access point.

Oddly enough, Griffin Industries’ two-story suite possesses no windows. The center of the suite is open from the ground floor to the upper floor’s ceiling, allowing external lighting to filter down from a skylight. The upper floor’s offices, built around the suite’s perimeter, are mostly unoccupied, but the rest of the floor surrounds and overlooks the open center where a staircase of eight steps descends to a landing halfway to the ground floor. At the landing, the flight of steps turns back on itself and continues down to what had originally been an atrium encircled by individual modular cubicles. 

The ground floor of Griffin Industries, stripped of those modular walls and reconfigured, presently provides two large areas, the guarded lobby and the task force’s joint work space. Their work space, now an open area, is walled off from the lobby. Someone has slapped a crude hand-scrawled CLASSIFIED sign on the door leading from the lobby to the task force’s domain.

The task force members (six crack computer analysts and the team’s administrative assistant) refer to this area as “the bullpen.” Their seven workstations are laid out in a rough, somewhat haphazard semicircle with a view to a large LCD monitor and four whiteboards. The semicircle is backstopped by a rack of servers. Cables supply power and network access to the workstations via conduits under the floor of the bullpen. 

Throughout the day, task force members huddle over their respective keyboards. With the exception of tapping keys, the occasional squeak of a chair, or muffled cough, the team labors with intense concentration. The bullpen may appear messy and disorganized to the unpracticed eye, yet it is not unusual for any member of the team to interrupt the quiet concentration to announce a finding or request input. 

Long sessions of group discussion and deep analysis—including questioning their own assumptions—keep the task force members razor sharp. Like a well-oiled machine, they complement and feed off each other’s specialties and expertise.

The task force leader, Anabelle Tobin (nee Anabelle Garineau; Bella to her team), is responsible for the task force’s unconventional seating arrangements. It was Bella who ordered the team to tear apart the first floor to accommodate the bullpen and their frequently lively (and loud) discussions—loud as a result of the task force’s three rules of operation, also established by Bella. 

All members participate; no one slacks. 

Everyone’s input is equally valued. 

All assumptions are suspect and subject to scrutiny. 

But who, exactly, is Bella Tobin? Few people in the world are privy to her true identity—not even the team she now leads. However, since not one member of that team could be labeled a slouch when it comes to data mining and analysis, they have stitched together less than half a dozen salient details surrounding Bella’s past. They know she spent two decades as an undercover intelligence operative, and had operated in Russia as one (supposed) Swedish citizen, Linnéa Olander. They know, too, that she had been the long-term mistress of a powerful and wealthy Russian politician/oligarch. 

Despite the information her team has uncovered, only Bella’s family and Director Wolfe know her as Laynie Portland, now permanently “in from the cold,” and newly married to Deputy US Marshal Quincy Tobin.

Although Bella oversees the task force, it is Canadian national Jasmine Jessup (Jaz to her teammates) who has drilled her strict expectations and world-class hacking skills into every member of the team. As it turns out, Jaz is not her real name either. Neither is the handle she is best known for in the global hacker community: Vyper. 

In the scant time the task force has been operational, through difficult adjustments, interpersonal conflicts, and grievous attacks from outside enemies, Bella, Jaz, and their teammates have bonded. Indeed, the dangers and ordeals they endured together have forged from the individual members a single unrelenting and highly effective terrorist-stalking weapon.

Welcome to Task Force Resolute.
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Jaz, her eyes never straying from the lines of code scrolling down her computer screen, unwrapped a stick of Black Jack gum, folded it in half, folded it again, brought it to her mouth, then tossed the wrapper into the trash. 

One handed. 

Without looking. 

She chomped down on the gum, jaws firing like pistons, until the new stick of gum joined the three-piece gob already in her mouth. Ten minutes later, a wicked smile curved her mouth. 

“Bingo.”

Jaz called aloud, “Yo, Vincent!” Eyes still riveted to her screen, she motioned the group’s admin to join her.

“Yes, Jaz?”

“Add Amsterdam to the board.”

“And the bank?”

“Rabobank.” One of the Netherland’s top financial institutions.

“Got it.” Vincent strode to one of the whiteboards in front of the team’s work stations and carefully printed “Amsterdam” and “Rabobank” under previous lines that listed three other cities—London, Paris, and Madrid—and three other banks—Standard Chartered, La Banque Postale, and Bank of Spain.

The task force was on the hunt, and they were motivated. The six analysts bent to their tasks with the ferocity of a ravenous wolf pack stalking a wounded bull moose. They could scent their prey. They knew they were closing in. And that knowledge made them salivate. Drove them harder. 

Their quarry was a jihadi extremist whose followers had planned and executed three bombings to date, each bomb intended to kill innocent civilians, primarily children. Jaz growled low in her throat as she replayed the terrible details burned into her memory.

The first attack, a Saturday seventeen days ago, had targeted unsuspecting moviegoers in a UK cinema. The terrorists had selected a family-friendly film for their assault, a deliberate choice to ensure that the resulting thirty-seven lives lost would include youngsters. Sixteen kids and twelve adults had perished at the scene. Nine more young lives, their small bodies broken and maimed, still hung in the balance. 

A week later to the day, the terrorists detonated a second bomb, this one in the food court of a Paris video gaming center, a popular venue for children’s birthday parties. The explosion ended three such parties and twenty-three lives—nineteen of which were under the age of twelve. 

The third bomb, six days later rather than seven, had taken out a school bus in Madrid when it arrived at its elementary school destination. The bus was filled to capacity with students. Not one child survived the blast. 

After the third bombing, an anonymous account posted a video message on multiple online bulletin boards. In the video, a lean young man gloated, “You have bombed our mothers and our children. Now we bomb yours. This is Attaf, protector of the weak and oppressed. You shall hear from me again.”

Profilers in the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit set Attaf’s age to be between twenty-five and thirty. Based on their analysis of his accent they concluded he was Pakistani. His verbiage and body language seemed to suggest a Messiah complex. And the FBI analysts were unequivocal concerning his intentions: Attaf’s final sentence had promised further carnage. 

It was obvious to the world that this terrorist’s perverse objective was to strike fear and horror at the very heart of the nations they chose to attack. How? By killing or maiming the most precious and innocent treasures these countries possessed. 

Jaz had absorbed the man’s every feature, the shape of his head, the color and tilt of his eyes, the width of his nose and mouth, the folds of his skin. It was clear to her that the man leading this terrorist movement was evil incarnate. A heartless, soulless being. The lowest of the low. 

What no one to date had uncovered was the man’s real name. Rusty had slapped an unflattering moniker on the man, Gandagi. Gandagi in Urdu meant dirt or filth. It was not a name Bella would have allowed them to use, had she overheard them calling him that, so the task force analysts kept the name to themselves. 

Regardless of the man’s identity, Jaz now believed she knew how to find Gandagi. She and the task force had tracked the terrorists’ money trail, had painstakingly followed every financial lead they unearthed, however small or inconsequential, until a faint but cogent pattern emerged and with it, a precedent that predicted where the terrorists would strike next. 

Amsterdam.

“Come to me, my pretty,” she crooned under her breath. “Come to Vyper, Gandagi. You do not see me, but I see you and am slithering through the grass, silent as the grave, drawing ever closer to you and the little hole where you are hiding, where you feel safe. You do not sense danger approaching, do you? No, not yet—but you will. On the day I strike, you will know the fear you have inflicted on so many others.”

A voice behind her interrupted.

“Talking to our suspect, are you? I hope you are giving him a piece of my mind too.”

Jaz sat up and stretched her tight back. “Happy to give him any message you like, Bella. Yah, we’re getting close.” 

Jaz’s Canadian roots were most perceptible when she used “yah,” instead of that American staple, “yeah.”

Bella rolled a chair to Jaz’s work station and sat. “How close is close?”

“They’re in Amsterdam. They opened a Rabobank account yesterday and funded it from a familiar source—just as they did in London, Paris, and Madrid. Oh, they laundered the money well enough, so they thought, and they routed the transfer through sixteen IP proxies across ten countries, but their attempts to hide the source of the transfer weren’t as clever as they believed. Not nearly clever enough.” 

Jaz glanced at the large calendar taped to one of the whiteboards. “The Madrid attack was four days ago, but the terrorists changed their schedule on us when they hit those kids on the bus. Six days following the Paris bombing to Madrid, not seven days as with the previous attacks.”

“But only because school buses don’t run on Saturdays.”

“Right.”

“It’s very possible that Attaf’s band of terrorists will return to their original schedule and attack again this Saturday.”

“Wow, I hadn’t figured that out, boss.”

Bella snorted. “Don’t get sassy with me, missy.”

“Missy? Really? Now you’re channeling your husband’s southern schtick?”

At Bella’s grimace, Jaz laughed aloud. 

Half a dozen sets of eyes swiveled toward them.

Jaz scowled and barked an order. “Back to work, you scurvy crew!”

Grumbles of “Yeah, yeah,” and “Slave driver!” percolated through the bullpen. 

One voice rose over the grumbles. “Aye aye, Captain Black Jack!”

“Belay that drivel, Brain Pan,” Jaz retorted.

“Aye aye, Captain Black Jack!”

A ripple of titters circled the room; even Bella chuckled. Jaz sighed and slid a woeful glance toward her. 

“That dude is gonna be the death of me. Or the death of him. Haven’t decided which yet.”

Bella grinned. “Classic Brian, right? But to be fair, you did start the pirate talk. That’s on you.”

Jaz cracked her gum and grinned back. “Yah. Guess I did.”

“So, the next attack is Amsterdam?”

“That’s our working assumption. We’ll monitor that account and what it’s paying for, but Wolfe should deploy his tactical team to the Netherlands, ASAP.”

A small frown flickered across Bella’s face. She eased into another position in her chair, and shifted the sling in which her right arm rested. 

Jaz recognized Bella’s actions as unconscious adjustments intended to relieve discomfort. She ran an assessing eye over her friend. Her best friend. The only best friend Jaz had ever had. 

Not that I had friends before. Before I was forced to flee my life in Canada. Before Director Wolfe offered me safe harbor here as part of the task force. Before Bella showed the task force members how to work together. Before she hammered her expectations into us and we became a team. Something greater than a team.

Jaz’s assessment didn’t catch more than the twinge that had crossed Bella’s face or the minute adjustments she’d made in her chair. Visible or not, though, the weeks Bella had spent as Sayed’s prisoner in his Dagestan fortress had left indelible marks on both her body and soul. 

Profound and profuse cuts and contusions, particularly about her face and scalp. Still visible.

A dislocated right shoulder requiring ongoing physical therapy as it healed.

A wicked burn to her left forearm that had developed into bacterial cellulitis and near-fatal sepsis.

Jaz’s friend had not fully healed, and she was often in pain. Jaz had to also admit that those experiences had changed Bella in other ways too. Intangible ways. She seemed calmer. Settled. At peace.

If Jaz was honest with herself, she could not attribute those changes solely to Bella’s marriage to Quincy Tobin nor to Ksenia, the daughter Bella had brought back from Dagestan, whom she and Quincy were adopting. As happy as those tandem events appeared to be, the alterations Jaz saw in Bella were deeper. More fundamental and significant.

Jaz turned inward. 

She addressed someone in whom she didn’t quite believe but to whom she often found herself speaking, nonetheless.

You saved Bella. 

Marshal Tobin dared me to pray to you. I didn’t know how, so he prayed in my stead. I just added that ‘amen’ part, and you . . . well, you answered our prayer. 

You saved Bella. 

I don’t know what to do about that. Yet. But I thank you again for saving her, for bringing her home. I will never forget that you did.

At least Bella’s hair was growing back. She might never again own the long blond locks she’d once had. Her newly grown hair, now about an inch in length, was tawny instead of blond and had a twisty bit of a wave to it. The tawny color was also shot with soft silver. Silver! For some reason that encroachment hurt Jaz inside more than the rest of the abuses Bella endured. 

It signified that her beautiful friend was showing her age. 

Jaz’s eyes welled with tears. She turned away from Bella to hide the moisture. Not that the emotions that had ambushed her yet again had gone unnoticed.

“You okay, Jaz?”

“Yah. Whatever.”

Jaz heard Bella sigh. 

“I have my moments too, Jaz. Ruth says it’s a kind of grieving and a normal response to trauma. She tells me it’s okay to mourn.”

Ruth was Bella’s therapist and a dear friend to Bella’s family.

Jaz tried to swallow, but her throat was too tight. Eventually, she was able to mutter, “Okay to mourn? Nobody died. At least nobody who didn’t need to.”

“No, God was very gracious to us. To me. I’m alive, and I’m healing. Getting stronger each day. Tobin and I have each other, and we have a precious daughter now—Lord help us, a teenage daughter! Even our task force is intact and functioning well. That doesn’t mean that some things didn’t die in the process.”

Jaz lifted her head. Peered over her shoulder at Bella. “Things died?”

“In a way. Take my hair, for example. Every time I look in the mirror, it hits me. Steals my breath away. Ruth and I talked about how someone forcibly and violently chopping off my hair was a grave trespass. A trauma akin to . . . rape. Yes, I’m mourning the loss of my hair, and Ruth says it’s okay to grieve over it.”

“Oh.” Jaz again turned her face away. Always suspicious of newcomers, she had not taken to Ruth initially. 

Like I ever “take” to anyone new, she admitted to herself. But Ruth, well, she has proven to be good for Bella, and anyone good for Bella is all right in my book. 

Jaz shuddered when Bella’s warm hand touched her shoulder and rested there.

“I know you’re struggling, Jaz, but you’re not alone.”

Every fiber of Jaz’s being itched to throw off Bella’s hand. Every habit of a lifetime demanded that she reject Bella’s friendship and love.

Jaz forced herself to sit still. To endure the discomfort.

The truth was, Bella’s touch was like precious oil to Jaz’s cracked and dry heart.

She never wanted it to end.
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Chapter 2
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Laynie stood as her unexpected visitor entered her office. “Good morning, Director Wolfe.” 

He took the seat in front of her desk and motioned her to sit as well. “Good morning, Bella. I hope you don’t mind my stopping by unannounced.”

“Not at all.” 

Wolfe put his head to one side and said, “I must say you look healthier each time I see you.”

Laynie shrugged. “It would be hard for me to look worse than when I returned to the US. Still, I’m grateful for little improvements each day.”

“Your forearm?”

“Another round of antibiotics finished clearing up the infection. The skin, however, remains tender and discolored. The discoloration is likely permanent.”

He gestured toward the sling holding her right arm. “And your shoulder?”

“Improving, although I have weeks of physical therapy ahead of me to regain its full strength.”

“I’m glad to see that your hair has grown out some.” 

A small shudder rippled across his features, and Laynie’s fingers automatically crept to nape of her neck. Rather than finding the heavy cascade of hair she expected, she was surprised, once more, to encounter inch-long strands. At least those feathery strands were beginning to conceal the many scabs and scars crisscrossing her scalp. 

Laynie didn’t blame Wolfe for shuddering. She had not been a pretty sight.

“Mmm? Yes, my hair has grown some. Like I said, I’m grateful for small improvements.”

Wolfe snorted. “Small improvements? I wake up every morning grateful that you’re alive and safely back home, which is no ‘small improvement’ in my book. By the by, are you getting enough sleep? You appear tired.”

Laynie didn’t respond right away. Not long after she, Quincy, and Ksenia had returned to the States and settled into a new apartment, nights had become problematic, her family’s slumber often disrupted. If Ksenia’s nightmares didn’t wake them, Laynie’s disturbing dreams, although less frequent than Ksenia’s, did.

Thank you, Lord God, for my husband! For his comfort in the dark when the demons try to creep in.

Her heart resounded with the Bible passage that had sustained her during the awful weeks as Sayed’s prisoner.

Whatever happens . . . 
conduct yourselves in a manner 
worthy of the gospel of Christ . . . 
For it has been granted to you 
on behalf of Christ 
not only to believe in him, 
but also to suffer for him . . .
Yes, Lord. Whatever happens, I have determined to conduct myself in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ—worthy of you.

Laynie twitched and came back to her surroundings when Wolfe murmured, “I’m not surprised that you have bad dreams, Bella.”

“Sorry?”

“Before I came here, I dropped in on your husband. I may or may not have grilled him.”

“I don’t suppose he told you to mind your own business?”

“Nope. Folded like a deck of cards—and if you don’t point that glare in another direction, Bella, I may just spontaneously combust.”

“Kind of the idea, Director.”

Wolfe smiled to diffuse Laynie’s ire. “Frankly, I’m glad I spoke with Marshal Tobin. Glad that he told me about Ksenia’s night terrors . . . and yours.”

Laynie was only partly mollified. “Quisling. Wait till I get my hands on him.”

“I need to know these things, Bella. You should have told me yourself.”

Laynie slowly deflated. “Honestly? It’s not as bad as it was when we first returned to the States. Our therapist, Ruth, has been a godsend. She flies into town once a week so Ksenia and I can meet with her individually, then our family as a whole. She is a wise, godly woman who is teaching us how to pray through these issues as a family. She assures us that as we lean upon the Lord, the nightmares will subside. Eventually.”

Laynie paused to take a sip of water. “As for Quincy and me? We’re good—happy to be together and content in our newly married state. Our common concern is that we provide a stable, loving home for Ksenia to heal and grow in. Quincy has shouldered the lion’s share of that job, ferrying her to and from school daily, helping her navigate its demands, coaching her as she learns English, and overseeing her homework.”

She didn’t need to tell Wolfe that Tobin had taken a leave of absence from the US Marshals Service and his assignment with the task force to devote himself to Ksenia’s needs. His absence from the task force had left a pothole the size of Kansas in Laynie’s team. Although not an analyst, Quincy’s background in law enforcement and his calm and steadying presence were sorely missed.

Wolfe nodded. “Marshal Tobin has a way about him.”

Laynie blinked back the moisture that sprang so easily to her eyes these days. “Yes, he does. He’s given himself wholly to our girl. I love . . . I love seeing them together, love seeing how Ksenia adores him.”

“Seems to me that Ksenia dotes on the both of you.”

A flush of joy crept up Laynie’s neck and brightened her face. “I am astonished daily, I truly am. I have a daughter whom I love and who loves me back. A daughter! Who would have ever imagined I would, at this time of life, become a mother?”

“And a darned good one, if Marshal Tobin is to be believed.”

Laynie grinned. “Take Quincy’s opinion with a grain of salt, Director Wolfe. That man is in love with his wife. Totally smitten—and I with him.”

It was Wolfe’s turn to try to master his emotions. “I’m not . . . not a religious person, Bella, but when I think of the night you and I met, the woman you were when we brought you in from the cold? Nothing but thankfulness fills my heart.”

Laynie’s eyes lost focus as she stared into the wreckage of her past. “Yes, that woman was broken. Shipwrecked, if I’m being honest. But Jesus? Jesus makes all things new. He is making me new.”

Laynie, preoccupied with her own musings, missed the spiritual longing that flickered over Wolfe’s expression. He managed to mask it before he cleared his throat. 

“Yes. Well, I wanted to check in with you and with the task force. Jaz tells me we’re closing in on Attaf?”

Laynie snapped out of her reverie. “Indeed. I expect Resolute to have actionable intel later today or tomorrow—intel detailed enough for a tactical team to identify Attaf and his band of terrorists, follow them to their base, and take them down before they can strike their next target.”

“I’ll host a celebration for Resolute when this threat is off the table.”

“Thank you. This team deserves a celebration. They have given their all to their work.”

They sat in silence for a few moments before Wolfe’s lips thinned, and Laynie felt the little hairs on the back of her neck rise. 

“Was there something else, sir?”

“There is something, actually.”

Laynie girded up her heart and waited. Whatever it is, Lord, I will trust you. 

“I want to borrow your lead analyst for a few weeks.”

Nothing could have been further from Laynie’s mind, and she didn’t hide her surprise. “You want to borrow Jaz?”

“Yes. Jaz.”

A protective objection surged inside of Laynie. Still, she chose her words carefully. “Jaz is integral to Resolute’s work, Director. May I ask what you want her for?”

She watched Wolfe as he framed a reply. His expression stilled and his eyes shuttered—but only a little. A less observant, less experienced individual wouldn’t have seen the minuscule alteration. 

Laynie was not that person. 

Oh, I get it. You’ve decided that whatever task or plot you’ve cooked up for Jaz is ‘need to know,’ and I don’t need to know. As if! And that song and dance you’re about to lay on me? Pure fabrication.

Wolfe hadn’t gotten to where he was without skills, though. He was smooth, and the words dropped effortlessly from his mouth. “Jaz is an important asset, both to this task force and to my other organizations. I’m sending her out for additional training. Two or three weeks, I estimate.”

Laynie sat back. “Huh.” 

The fiery trial Laynie had endured at the hands of Sayed and Gupta had refined her. She no longer felt chained to the defensive and rebellious attitudes that she’d once struggled with. It meant that she was more settled inside, more at peace. It did not mean that she’d stopped reasoning or that she’d gotten the expected deportment of a government bureaucrat “down pat.” 

Nope. 

But she could be “sweet.” Right?

Brows lifted, genial smile fixed, she murmured, “Additional training, is it? See, I find that interesting, Director, because I cannot construe a single skill in Jaz’s field of expertise where she wouldn’t already far outstrip her instructors and end up schooling them—can you? It makes me think that the ‘training’ to which you refer to has nothing to do with Jaz’s position on my team or her ability to perform the duties for which you hired her.”

She chuckled inside as Wolfe sat straighter to assume his “I’m your boss” posture and readied himself to reply. She spoke again before he did. 

“Puh-leeze, Director. Please don’t ply me with the tired vagaries of ‘security’ and ‘compartmentalization.’ You’ve decided to cut me out of whatever this is, and you know that I know it, so you may as well tell me what the endgame is, what exactly you intend to train Jaz to do and, more importantly, why.”

Wolfe’s eyes hardened. “You seem to have, again, forgotten your place and for whom you work, Bella.”

“No, sir. Hasn’t slipped my mind at all. Rather, in the spirit of cooperation, I’m electing to be transparent, utterly and intentionally so. See, Jaz is both my employee and my friend. Perhaps that’s not the objective, professional admission you would prefer to hear, but it is what it is. 

“Instead, I suggest that we take stock—shall we? You, sir, are a spymaster, whereas Jaz is but a ‘lowly’ analyst. She’s brilliant at what she does, but she’s not a spook, not a trained agent. You didn’t see her when the assassins sent by the Ukrainian mob attacked our apartments and tried to abduct her. I did. After Tobin and I had neutralized the threat, Jaz was curled up on her apartment floor weeping, traumatized, and helpless.

“I, on the other hand, am perhaps one of your most experienced operatives. Given the breadth of my skills and regardless of you cutting me out, do you think I won’t suss out what’s going on? That I won’t rest until I do? And I will find out, you know. 

“Being entirely forthright with you, Director, I will not allow you to put Jaz in harm’s way. She’s not cut out for it.”

Their eyes locked. Laynie refused to look away.

“Are you done?” Wolfe growled.

Laynie shrugged. “For the moment.”

After a long, tense staredown, Wolfe broke the silence. “Yes, I have a task for your lead analyst. A special assignment to address what we believe is an emerging threat of importance. I expect her part to be a short-term mission, but something only a world-class hacker and a woman with her, shall we call it personal style, could pull off.”

“I would like in on the op.”

“That’s not your prerogative.”

“Nevertheless, I want full access.”

Wolfe pretended he hadn’t heard her. “I need to know how effectively your team will operate without her while she’s out.”

Laynie shook her head. “We can assess that after we’ve nailed Attaf and after I have access to the op.”

“You know I could replace you. Today, if necessary.”

Laynie laughed aloud. “Could you? The thing about highly effective teams, particularly this team? You can’t treat its members like replaceable cogs and wheels. People who fight together through great peril forge deep bonds that are difficult to sever. And why would you want to do that? These people will walk through fire for one of their own. If you don’t believe me, why don’t you ask Resolute’s members who oversees them? Then tell them you’re removing me. See what happens next and just how ‘effective’ the team becomes overnight.”

She leaned forward on her elbows. “I’d pay money to watch Jaz’s response to your ‘special assignment’ if you ditched me.”

Wolfe’s mouth flattened. He stared across the desk with barely restrained anger. 

Laynie shrugged and softened her voice. “Why do you feel the need to cut me out of the loop, Director? I’ve proven my loyalty to this agency and to you, personally, again and again. And with my years of covert experience, wouldn’t my input be of some value both to you and to Jaz?”

Finally, Wolfe released an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. I was hoping to spare you unnecessary stress, given that you and your family are still adjusting and recuperating. But since you’re an incorrigible glutton for punishment, I’ll read you in. Later. After I hear how Jaz handles her training and whether we think she can hack the assignment—pun intended. But before I send her out? I need your assessment of how her absence will affect Resolute.”

Laynie gnawed her bottom lip. “Her absence will alter the team’s dynamics and its efficiency, certainly.”

“Give me a percentage of loss if you can.”

Laynie tilted her head and considered his question. “Jaz’s technical expertise cannot be replaced nor her value to this task force understated. If I were to step into the bullpen and replace Jaz—as titular chief analyst only—I estimate at least a fifteen- to twenty-percent degradation to Resolute’s effectiveness in the near term. But as time goes on? Jaz’s loss would be devastating. You say her training will be short. How short?”

“Two weeks, if all goes well.”

“And the op? How long for it?”

He shrugged. “Depends entirely on Miss Jessup’s success. If and when she gains access to the target’s communication system from the inside, our hope is that the info she provides will blow things wide open for us.”

“Okay, but if she’s gone longer than a month at a stretch, I think the task force begins to seriously degrade. I don’t have a replacement who possesses Jaz’s real-world acumen and shrewdness, both theoretical and experiential, or who has her connection to the other analysts. She is continually honing the team’s computer and analytical skills. I can lead the team, but I can’t provide technical guidance.”

“Perhaps we can work within those parameters.” Wolfe shifted in his chair. “I’d like to speak to Jaz now. Sound her out.”

Laynie dug in her heels . . . gently. “One sec, please. You said ‘we.’ ‘If we think she can hack the assignment.’ You also said, ‘Perhaps we can work within those parameters.’ By we, you weren’t referring to me. Who, then? What training, exactly, and where? Surely not Marstead’s agent training campus.” 

“No. We intend to customize her instruction and provide it off book, much of it behind closed doors and without witnesses. This is too important a mission to risk a security breach.”

“Again with the ‘we.’ Who and where?” 

Wolfe smiled. “Who wants to know? A mother bear protecting her cub?”

“Who and where, please.”

He sighed. “At least you said please.

Laynie effected a proud smile. “I did, didn’t I? See? My respect for the chain of command is growing—while you, sir, are avoiding my question.”

With a soft snort, Wolfe capitulated. “I’m sending Jaz to Broadsword, Bella. Richard and Harris are, as we speak, devising an instructional package customized to Jaz’s part of the mission. Richard and Harris will school Jaz, measure the outcomes, and determine whether she can handle the job I have in mind. Harris will fill the role of training officer and handle most of the actual instruction; Richard will advise.”

“Good. I know and trust them both.”

“Glad to have your approval, Bella.”

“Happy I could provide it, sir. Now, about the op—who’s the target and what’s the threat level?”

Wolfe leaned back and steepled his hands. “Have you heard of American Equality for All? AEA?”

“I can’t say that I have. Resolute’s focus has been jihadi terrorist threats; our theater of operation has been Russia and the former Soviet states—with the Brighton Beach Ukrainian mobsters thrown in by association. Recently, Attaf’s bombing campaign has shifted our attention to Europe. This AEA must be homegrown, yes? I don’t think it likely that Jaz would fit in with white supremacists or some kind of neo-Nazi group.”

“Oddly enough, we don’t believe they are ‘homegrown,’ or at least not exclusively so, nor are they white supremacists. The evidence leads us to think they are something altogether different, an emerging threat with a unique profile. On the surface, AEA is an ultra-liberal, socially progressive but non-militant, non-violent alliance only about a year old. Publicly, they advocate for drastic social and governmental change and employ the usual liberal change tactics such as protests, lawsuits, and electioneering.”

“Publicly, you say? They have a hidden agenda?”

“We believe so or we wouldn’t be as concerned as we are. It’s been three months since AEA first popped up on our radar, yet their organization doesn’t fit the mold or category of any known subversive American group, nor do their outward behaviors. They are the proverbial horse of a different color.”

“Different how, sir?” 

Laynie didn’t blink, shift in her seat, or massage her arm—despite the urge to alleviate her discomfort. She kept herself still because, contrary to Wolfe’s “later,” he was giving up the op’s intel now, and she did not wish to disturb the flow.

“Different demographically for starters,” Wolfe said. “Most questionable or openly radical American groups tend to separate along racial and ethnic lines: Caucasian, Black, Latino, Native American, and so on, with agendas to alleviate injustices along the same racial and ethnic lines, the exception being when liberal Caucasians join their efforts to an ethnic group they themselves are not part of.”

“AEA doesn’t follow either pattern?”

“Not on the surface. Their regular membership is racially varied, almost purposely so. AEA cells are also urban-based. Their members tend to be young, educated, gainfully employed, well-placed, and yet—and this is the anomalous part—holding terrorist leanings. We don’t generally see ‘well-placed and gainfully employed’ coupled with your run-of-the-mill terrorist group. These contradictions are what made us pause and look closer.”

“And their organizational doctrine?” Laynie asked.

“Ah, that. The supposed and binding commonality is a deep dissatisfaction with the prevailing social order—or at least their perceptions of said social order. We find it ironic, since most of the members seem to have good-paying jobs with clear, upward mobility.”

“The better to infiltrate you with, my dear,” Laynie muttered, “but to what purpose?” Her brow furrowed. “Wait. You said the ‘regular’ membership was racially varied, Director, and intentionally so?” 

“That’s right. First of all, you don’t ‘join’ AEA. Membership seems to be by recruitment only. Second, they have taken pains to attract the best and brightest, but they’ve also made a point of recruiting a diversity of races and ethnicities—perhaps ‘the better to blend in, my dear,’ to follow your line of thinking. In fact, if I showed you a photo lineup of the AEA’s New York cell, you’d appreciate how easily Jaz could blend in.”

“What? Really? They’re all Goth?”

“No, not that extreme, but unquestionably ‘edgy.’ However, New York isn’t where we hope to insert Jaz. Our surveillance believes that the primary leadership mechanism of AEA resides in Houston, Texas, of all places. We’re constructing an appropriate cover for Jaz, the right sort of job included, so she might troll AEA’s primary cell and snag their interest. For her to match AEA’s member profile, even in this forward-looking year of 2002, we’ll need to dial back her look a notch or two. Have her grow out the shaved side of her hair. Lose the purple-tipped hair and some of her piercings.”

Laynie’s reply was wry with humor. “Oh, she’ll love that.”

Wolfe finally cracked a smile. “It gets better. Remember when I said members were recruited? What makes an individual recruitable? Our surveillance operatives have done extensive background checks on these cells and their members. Each cell has between twenty and thirty members—Black, White, Latino, East Indian, Asian, Native American, and so on, along with a balanced ratio of male to female. When we finish building Jaz’s cover and adjusting her appearance, Jaz will make an excellent candidate. Then we’ll arrange for her to “happen upon” some of the cell members and, hopefully, engage with them.”

“But you haven’t said who’s actually behind these cells or what about them is nefarious enough to put them front and center on your radar.”

“Getting to it, Bella. What first piqued our interest was when our surveillance picked up on a commonality from cell to cell, a trait easily overlooked but telling when noticed. Here it is: Each cell has three or four leaders, and these leaders, whether American, Canadian, or British born, are invariably of Asian extraction.”

He paused on a note of “gotcha.” “Those of Asian extraction, you see, are always the leaders of these cells and the key to whom or what is planning these attacks.”

Laynie huffed. “I don’t get it. What in the world does that mean when the rest of the membership is so diverse? Is AEA affiliated with the Triads or the Yakuza? Are they a front for other Chinese, Japanese, or South Korean organized crime syndicates? And where does their funding come from?”

“All good questions, but you may be surprised to hear that we’ve found no connection between AEA and organized crime—no drug or weapons running, human trafficking, or other criminal endeavors. No illegal activities at all. And while we have cataloged more coincidences than we can ignore, we have no real proof of who’s behind the AEA front. Nothing actionable. Certainly, we’ve attempted to trace their funding back to its source, but on that count, too, as much as it pains me to admit it, we’ve also been unsuccessful.”

“Sort of Jaz’s specialty, sir. She could bore into their servers without ever leaving Resolute’s bullpen.”

Wolfe shook his head. “The members of any given cell are tech-savvy, and each cell has an embedded cybersecurity specialist. They are rabidly security conscious, which adds to our concerns. Why so secretive if they aren’t dangerous? At present, they don’t suspect we are surveilling them, and we don’t wish to risk tipping them off.”

“Then what’s your working hypothesis?”

Wolfe leaned forward and placed his hands, palm down, on Laynie’s desk. “If I read you in on this op, Bella, nothing I say leaves this room. Absolute, ironclad OPSEC. I trust you to confide in Marshal Tobin but not another soul.”

Laynie nodded. “All right. Agreed.”

Wolfe said softly, “We think the CCP is preparing to make a big move on the US. An actual attack.”

Laynie’s mouth slowly fell open. The CCP? Not organized crime but the Chinese Communist Party? The government of Communist China?

She shivered. “That’s unexpected . . . and concerning.”

“Not so unexpected, actually. America is under relentless cyberattack from the Chinese. Oh, they aren’t the only ones probing the cyber defenses surrounding our critical sites. The Russians, Ukrainians, Pakistanis, Indians, and more? All of them have their fingers in our pies, but the Chinese are behind the majority of attacks, primarily through remotely dispatched bots. 

“They run relentless bot attacks against US Government entities, particularly DOD and DOE. Bots probe and test our military defense systems and our power and transportation grids seeking and exploiting vulnerabilities. 

“And they don’t assault just government sites. Their best coders hack and steal American corporations’ intellectual property. Then China manufactures knockoff products and undercuts American merchandise on the open market. They hide behind proxies and buy into our companies in an effort to leverage them against us. 

“But this organization, AEA? We think AEA, although in its infancy, is something we’ve not yet seen. We have only an inkling of what they’re planning, but we cannot afford for them to bring their plans to maturity and catch us unprepared.”

Laynie slowly exhaled. “Not my area of expertise. I don’t quite see their endpoint.”

“We don’t either, which is why we want to dangle Jaz in front of the AEA and make her as tantalizing as possible. If we successfully insert her into that primary AEA cell, she may provide the missing context we need—particularly if she can sell how we’re going to bill her.”

“Bill her how?”

Wolfe drew a photo from his suit pocket. Laid a full-color headshot on Laynie’s desk.

“That’s Jaz’s badge photo, but we had one of our techs alter it. We toned down her style, shall we say, because, as I indicated, AEA isn’t as transparently nonconformist as our Jaz is. But look closely at her eyes.”

Laynie studied Jaz’s eyes, focusing first on their striking color before attending to their slight palpebral slant. “You’re suggesting that she may have some Asian in her ancestry?”

“That’s it exactly. That’s how we’ll build her background—raised in America with Chinese grandparents on her mother’s side—grandparents who were avowed Communists of the heavy-handed Marxist variety.”

“But with green eyes?”

“We’ll fold that physical trait into her background by adding an absentee Anglo father. Actually, we think her green eyes will work in our favor. ‘The better to hide in plain sight, my dear,’ not unlike the rest of AEA’s leadership.”

Laynie nodded. “I get you. But still . . . Jaz cracked under pressure when the Ukrainian mob assassins attacked our apartments. I’m not altogether convinced that she has the temperament for high-pressure covert ops.”

“We disagree. Perhaps she was simply caught outside of her element—she was jerked out of a dead sleep when the assassins attacked, right?”

“Well, yes. I give you that.”

“Bella, Jaz has never struck me as a shrinking
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