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​How strong are the cords of love?

Can they reach into hell and back?

LAYNIE, TOBIN, AND Jaz narrowly escape the hit squad sent by the Ukrainian mob—the third attempt to kill members of Director Wolfe’s staff. Whatever the task force does and wherever its people go, the enemy is right there, always one step ahead.

Wolfe admits that his organization has been compromised—that a mole within his staff is feeding information to the Chechen separatist group All Glorious for Allah. Before their enemy can strike again, Wolfe orders the task force members to immediately abandon their homes and the team’s headquarters for safer grounds.

The task force, with Laynie leading it, has just reestablished itself within the protective walls of Broadsword when Wolfe receives a coded letter from Cossack, his deep-cover asset in Chechnya. In the letter, Cossack reveals that he has knowledge of a large and significant terror attack scheduled for New Year’s Eve. He also alludes to the leak in Wolfe’s organization and his fear that passing details of the attack through normal channels will blow his precarious cover.

Cossack insists on passing intel on the impending attack to the one person he feels he can trust, the operative who foiled the assassination attempt on Vassili Aleksandrovich Petroff, Russian envoy to the UN. 

Cossack’s demand sends Laynie halfway around the world to a covert meeting in the city of Tbilisi, Georgia. It sends her to her death.
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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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as you walk through the agony 
of losing your son, Truett. 
~
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Truett died by accidental overdose
after taking amphetamines 
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~
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​​Author’s Note
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SOME OF YOU, MY DEAR readers, expressed disappointment when Renegade Spy ended on a “cliff-hanger.” If this was you, I offer a small consolation: I had originally thought to end Renegade Spy with what is now Chapter 1 of Spy Resurrected.

When you’ve finished Chapter 1, I think it very possible that you will thank me for not leaving it as the conclusion to Renegade Spy.

Big hugs,

—Vikki
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Chapter 1
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​​November 29, 2001
Tbilisi, Republic of Georgia
LAYNIE FOLLOWED THE river north from Holy Trinity Cathedral, walking steadily toward Tbilisi’s Dezerter Bazaar. She was in no hurry and paused several times, staring into shop windows at colorful wares, using the windows’ reflections to surveil her surroundings.

To check for a tail.

Seraphim had said she and Wolfe would arrange for a man from the US embassy to observe her during her stay. She’d spotted him when she landed at the airport. She’d even caught a glimpse of him on her way to the cathedral.

But not afterward.

I lost him when I left the cathedral. If I was able to “make” him, surely any too-interested party would have, too.

She pursed her lips. Can’t have someone tagging along when I meet up with Cossack.

A gust of wind buffeted her. Glancing at her own image in the window, she was grateful for the faded caftan and headscarf of a Muslim woman with contact-lens-brown eyes staring back at her. Her clothing’s thick fabric was a welcome barrier between her and the icy breeze.

Still, she shivered. From the cold? Or from some sixth sense, a premonition warning her of danger? Carefully scanning her surroundings again, she spotted nothing of concern, no one who triggered an alarm.

Dressed as I am, I’m as nameless and unknown as anyone can hope to be in this city.

Laynie’s fingers strayed toward the hard outline of the mobile phone tucked into her bra. The phone rested in the hollow below her breastbone.

Jaz will be monitoring my phone’s signal in real time. So long as my phone has a cellular connection, she will be tracing my progress.

Laynie visualized Tobin’s worried eyes peering over Jaz’s shoulder and drew comfort from the image. I’ll be back soon, Quincy. We’ll have plenty of time to “figure things out.”

At Queen Tamar Avenue, she turned right. If the glut of pedestrian traffic converging at that intersection and moving in a common direction was any indication, the bazaar was not far ahead.

She rehearsed her instructions. I am to find the fish market on the edge of the bazaar and look for a sign indicating fresh-caught Black Sea and Caspian seafood. At noon, I am to ask for beluga caviar.

It would be up to Cossack to initiate contact with her after that.

[image: ]

THE MAN CODE-NAMED Cossack ran his gaze around the stuffy tea room. Cossack occupied a table just inside the tea shop’s entrance. The shabby, hole-in-the-wall shop was situated diagonally across the road from the city’s famed Dezerter Bazaar. His table afforded him a clear line of sight to the fish market on the corner. Cossack kept his back against a plastered pillar and his chair angled so he could monitor the tea room’s occupants while he kept watch on the seafood stalls without appearing to do so.

The angle of his chair would also allow him to spring to his feet and flee through the rear of the tea room should circumstances warrant a hasty escape. A reliable motorbike waited for him out back, ensuring his quick departure.

Cossack’s clothing—the apparel of a man from the steppes of eastern Ukraine or perhaps the Caucasus Mountains to the north—were not in keeping with the dress of westernized Georgians, but they were not all that uncommon a sight in the city either. He wore a turban, tunic, and vest over loose-fitting pants stuffed into stout boots. A thick wool cloak over his shoulder prepared him for the impending winter nights.

The tail of his turban hung down the right side of his face and looped about his neck. The skin around his gleaming amber eyes was creased and burned to bronze from a lifetime in the sun. His thick brows and beard, once glossy black, were shot with silver, but his beard had more to say about the man. While it sprung thick and wiry along his left jaw, little facial hair sprouted on the opposite side where, years before, the fiery shards of an exploding mortar round had struck him. Seared him. Instead of bushy whiskers, yellowed scar tissue mottled his cheek and jawline.

The innocuous scarf trailing from his turban did its job veiling the scars. Cossack fingered the scarf out of habit. It would not do for the fabric to shift—for it disguised a man whose features were too remarkable to go unnoticed. A man upon whose head the Russian Federation had placed a sizable reward.

The Russian “wanted” posters referred to him as Arzu Labazanov, the name he had taken years ago. However, from Ukraine across southern Russia to the Caspian Sea, Cossack’s exploits as a smart, ruthless fighter and strategist, a general in the cause of Chechen independence, had earned him the designation “Dark Destroyer”—Temnyy Razrushitel in Russian. He and his militia had been a bloody thorn in the side of the Russian Federation for more than two decades. And those who hunted him for his role in the ongoing war against Russian domination? They knew him by his scars as well as his reputation.

Cossack was a man, too, whose alliance with the Chechen-Islamist militia All Glorious for Allah must never be questioned by its leaders—and yet the tea house in which Cossack waited this day was nearly three hundred miles from his militia’s stronghold in the Caucasus Mountains. His presence in Tbilisi, should he be seen and recognized, would raise questions and unwanted scrutiny.

Because his face could so easily betray him, Cossack rarely left his stronghold in the Caucasus Mountains. On the odd occasion that he did so, he hid his scars and arrayed loyal followers around him. While he observed from the shadows, his proxies did his bidding.

As they would today.

However, the men he depended on today were not drawn from the ranks of his Chechen militia. Over the past six years, Cossack had recruited a number of Chechen refugees, those who had fled their war-torn country to live in Tbilisi. Cossack had chosen only men who were Christian by heritage. Cossack knew that Christian refugees were unlikely to be known by the Islamist radicals of his own militia or AGFA.

When the tea room’s owner set a fresh glass of steaming tea before him, Cossack placed a sugar cube between his front teeth, lifted the glass of hot tea to his lips, and sucked the fragrant brew into his mouth. Closing his eyes momentarily, he savored the sweetness that joined the tea as the sugar melted.

Cossack raised the steaming glass of tea to his lips again, employing the motion to casually sweep his eyes across the fish market. Deshi and Chovka, two of his men, loitered out of sight in the nearby bazaar. Bulat, another man loyal to Cossack, worked with his father and brothers behind the counters of the Dezerter fish market. Cossack’s gaze noted but did not linger on the bright blue shirt Bulat wore or the counters where Bulat oversaw his family’s selection of seafood.

Cossack set the glass of tea on the table, dropping his eyes at the same time. It was nearly noon. Midday. He and his people were ready, waiting for Director Wolfe’s operative to appear. He would surely show himself. Soon.

In the coded message he had sent to the director, Cossack had instructed the director’s operative to peruse the stalls of the fish market. He was to look for a sign advertising “fresh-caught Black Sea and Caspian seafood” and ask for beluga caviar. When the director’s operative did so, Bulat would signal Cossack’s men loitering in the bazaar. As the director’s operative moved back into the flow of the pedestrians, Cossack’s men would flank him, identify themselves, and escort him to a vehicle waiting in sight of the tea room.

Cossack would pay for his tea, mount his motorbike, and rendezvous with them at a predetermined meeting place.

These carefully scripted moves were necessary to protect Cossack’s deep cover within his Chechen militia. The men of his Chechen militia were faithful, both to him and to the cause of Islam, the holy struggle. They would die as willingly for him as they would for Allah—but they only thought they knew their leader. Cossack had been embedded in Chechnya for so many years, had lived as one of them for so long, that his identity and his allegiance to the twin causes of Chechen separatism and the ascension of Islam were indisputable—so much so, that Cossack himself sometimes forgot that his role was an alias, a means of gathering and conveying intelligence to his western handlers.

Unfortunately, his own agency had been infiltrated by those who hated America and sought her downfall. For months now, Cossack had maintained operational silence, afraid to pass intel up the chain of command, worried that the moles within the agency would intercept the intel and trace it back to him. When the intelligence he had painstakingly gathered reached a point worth the risk, Cossack had been forced to employ unorthodox and unapproved means of communication to bypass the moles and reach the director.

Now, with vital details in his hands but uncertain of whom he could trust, Cossack had requested a face-to-face meeting with the agency operative who had stymied AGFA’s plot to assassinate a highly placed Russian dignitary. Why? Because no agent loyal to AGFA would have saved the Russian. Cossack felt certain the operative could be trusted.

Soon, with the help of his secret Tbilisi cell, Cossack would meet the director’s operative and hand off the intelligence he had collected. He would, at the same time, institute new communication protocols with this man, again ensuring the smooth flow of intelligence from Cossack to the director.

Cossack set his tea down and picked up his newspaper with both hands. He used its open pages like a shield while he kept one eye on the fish market. Cossack tracked Bulat’s bright blue shirt as he haggled with customers over the price of the day’s catch. So far, the director’s operative had not shown himself.

A Muslim woman approached the stalls and began to peruse the selection of fish. Cossack’s gaze passed over her. Stopped. Returned to her. The woman sauntered along the fish market stalls as though looking for a particular item.

Cossack’s eyes narrowed. What is it? What did I see?

Muslims bought their meat only from halal butchers who would slaughter the animals as dictated by the Quran. Although the Quran did not require a halal butcher for fish, Muslims still tended to buy all their foods from fellow Muslims. Yes, it might be unusual for a Muslim woman to shop the public fish market . . . but it was not completely out of the question.

That’s not it. Something else.

He picked up his tea, brought it to his mouth, and skimmed his eyes over the woman, taking inventory. He used the edge of his scarf to dab at his mouth and assure himself that it covered his scars. Just then, two women and a man shouldered their way past the Muslim woman.

What is it?

Ah. All three were shorter than the Muslim woman.

Is that it?

Yes. The Muslim woman was tall, taller than most Georgian women, Muslim or not. She retraced her steps, paused, leaned across the stall toward Bulat’s blue shirt. She must have spoken, because Cossack saw Bulat’s head jerk incrementally.

Why?

Cossack thought the woman spoke again, perhaps repeated herself. After a moment’s hesitation, Bulat nodded. He reached behind him and retrieved something that he handed to the woman. A small red bag. The woman slung the bag over her forearm and moved away.

Bulat had marked the Muslim woman as the director’s operative.

Cossack sat back and exhaled. The director’s agent, the one who had saved Vassili Aleksandrovich Petroff from a terrorist chemical attack not many weeks back? That operative was a woman?

I have been too long in this part of the world. I presumed the director would send a man.

He frowned and considered the unanticipated twist.

Does this affect the plan?

No. As long as the woman is not part of the corruption within the agency—as long as she conveys my intelligence to the director without being intercepted, I need not change the plan.

The intelligence must reach him. Nothing else matters.

And it mattered a great deal.

Less than three months after the attacks of 9/11, new assaults against the US were in the making. In fact, the next terrorist action was mere weeks away, a series of coordinated New Year’s Eve attacks across the US eastern states to further demoralize America—to soften her up for the coup d'état, a stroke so brazen and devastating that it would drop America to her knees, shake her economy, and trigger her fury. The attack would pit America against the Russian Federation—which was the objective.

All of the attacks are engineered to point back to Russia.

And when tensions between America and Russia escalated to all-out war? Russia’s attention would swing away from Chechnya and her former Soviet Bloc states, providing the opening for every separatist militia to strike in concert under the direction of AGFA and its ruthless, single-minded leader, Mohammed Eldar Sayed.

Sayed.

Should the moles within the director’s organization intercept this woman? And should she be found to be carrying the specifics of the next plot? Then AGFA would know that they had a leak. Sayed would know he had been betrayed from within.

Two things would happen. First, Sayed would goad AGFA into a more tightly controlled structure and move to purge anyone he deemed a possible leak. Proof of guilt would not be required—Sayed was merciless. He would cut off every possible avenue of treason no matter how loyal or close to him.

Second, Sayed would order his generals to alter the plans.

Cossack thought on the tenuous alliance between his militia and AGFA, the fragile trust Sayed had bestowed on him and his people.

For more than twenty years, Cossack had fought for Chechen independence. He had cut off every tie from his past, had given himself fully to the Chechen cause, had espoused Islam, and had been more than “careful.” He told those who asked that he had been born in eastern Ukraine to a Chechen man and a Ukrainian woman, that his father had filled his childhood with tales of Chechen glory and independence. He spoke Laamaroy muott Chechen, the dialect of the southern mountain tribes as the native he pretended to be. He spoke fluent Russian with a Chechen accent, and he spoke passable Arabic.

He had taken particular pains to ensure that no one knew he spoke English.

More than once, other militia leaders had spoken English in his presence—much of it broken, all of it heavily accented—thinking their conversation was private. Cossack had come away with important facts and a sense of how they viewed him.

He had lived this hard and lonely life to infiltrate the radical Islamists, to keep his fingers on the pulse of the Chechen wars with Russia, and to pass on to his handlers at home any immediate and long-term intelligence he could gather. He was the eyes and ears of the US as closely embedded with the radicals as he could get.

Would it all be in vain?

I and my militia would certainly fall under Sayed’s suspicion. At the very least, he would box us out while they changed their plans. At worst, he would move to purge us. Either way, the attacks would go forward—and I would not be privy to the altered plans. The US would have no warning.

The possibility of exposure caused Cossack’s gorge to rise. He ground his teeth. That cannot happen.

Cossack watched as his men, Deshi and Chovka, stepped from the shadows and drew alongside the woman.

It was time. Throwing some coins on the table, Cossack rose and threaded his way toward the tea room’s back exit to retrieve his motorbike.
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LAYNIE UNDERSTOOD THAT the innocuous red bag dangling from her arm marked her as the director’s operative. She had not taken ten steps before two men converged on her, one on either side. They kept their faces and eyes forward as did Laynie. Outwardly, the men appeared to be ordinary shoppers in the bazaar, unknown and unrelated to her—until the man on her right nudged her elbow.

“Follow,” he whispered in heavily accented English, never turning his face or eyes in her direction. “We have car.”

He walked on, and Laynie fell in a little behind him while the second man dropped behind her. As they reached the street at the edge of the market, a black late-model Russian-manufactured Lada Riva sedan pulled to the curb. The man ahead of her threw open the rear door. Laynie did not hesitate. She climbed in and scooted toward the opposite door. The man got in after her.

The second man took the front passenger seat. As he closed the car door, he hissed to the driver, “Go!”

The driver edged away from the curb and expertly maneuvered the Riva through the congested foot traffic. A block later, the pedestrians thinned. He sped up and turned onto a wider road where traffic flowed in both directions—cars, vans, trucks, and motorcycles moving as fast as their drivers chose. The driver of the Riva was obviously accustomed to navigating through the chaotic melee, and they sped onward, dodging other vehicles, changing lanes without notice.

No one spoke.

Several blocks later, the driver slowed as the car approached a busy intersection. One vehicle ahead, a woman had left the curb on their right, dragging a small cart filled with produce directly into the path of ongoing traffic. In response to the slowdown, horns blared, drivers cursed in frustration, and tires squealed as they sought purchase on the asphalt.

With her head bent toward the pavement, the woman in the intersection seemed either heedless of the danger or oblivious to it.

Laynie’s driver stomped his brakes to avoid rear-ending the car in front of them. About then, the woman lifted her head and raised a shaking fist. She rained down curses on the cars and their drivers before continuing her slow progress across the intersection. As traffic began to move, Laynie’s driver looked to the right and let up on the brakes. Laynie glanced right, too, just as the driver turned his head to the left. Suddenly the driver shouted. Laynie’s head snapped left in time to only glimpse what was bearing down on them from that direction.

She cried out as the heavy truck plowed into them, striking the front side of the Riva including the driver’s door at around forty miles an hour. Metal shrieked and crumpled. The truck’s forward motion carried the sedan across the sidewalk and slammed it into a high retaining wall. Moments later, the truck reversed, leaving its bumper embedded in the Riva’s frame.
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THE TRUCK BACKED, TURNED in the direction from which the Riva had come, and idled in the intersection. The driver swore as he fought the gearshift, trying to force it to move. The truck’s transmission protested then acquiesced as the driver, sweating and laboring with furious intent, at last jammed it into gear and stomped on the accelerator, lumbering away from the accident, slowly picking up speed.

The Riva, its right side mashed against the retaining wall, blocked the sidewalk. Concerned pedestrians drew near to render aid. Other vehicles stopped and disgorged their drivers and passengers. Many hands worked to wrench open the driver’s door and the passenger door behind him. The driver’s door, however, was completely caved in. The steering column had crushed the driver’s chest and his head lolled unnaturally. The would-be rescuers muttered to each other that it was too late for him and set to work prying the rear door open.

Uniformed Tbilisi police rolled up in two unmarked cars followed by an ambulance. Brandishing batons, two policemen drove the civilians away from the wreck and demanded that they move their vehicles out of the intersection. The remaining officers took over the work on the rear door behind the driver’s seat. The paramedics wheeled a lumpy gurney to the Riva, ready to transport accident victims as they were extricated. The officers labored feverishly, shouting at each other to hurry, because the car sizzled and steamed. Thick black smoke roiled from under the car, and the smell of gasoline was everywhere.

With a tortured screech of metal, the door behind the driver’s seat gave way, and the paramedics pushed the gurney closer. Only one of the car’s occupants, the man in the far rear seat, stirred. He tried to move, but the mechanism that adjusted the seat ahead of him forward or back had given way. The passenger seat, along with the weight of the passenger’s dead body, sat on his right foot, crushing it. A woman sat beside him, behind the driver. Hands reached for her unconscious figure first, but the driver’s seat, pushed backward, wedged her in place.

The smell of gasoline . . . and the odor of something on the edge of burning filled the air with choking fumes. The conscious passenger struggled urgently to free himself and screamed for the officers and paramedics to help him. 

“Hurry! Hurry! Please! My foot is stuck!”

The smoke thickened. Flames shot out from under the car’s crumpled hood, and onlookers shouted warnings. The police and paramedics backed away, their frustration apparent to the crowd as the heat began to scorch them. 

It was too late to save the passengers.

The man in the rear seat shrieked with fear until—with a gasping whoooomp—the gas tank ignited and the back end of the car lifted six feet off the ground. When it crashed back down onto the street, fire and flaming debris rained down thirty feet in all directions. 

Not all the onlookers had heeded the police’s commands to move back nor did they escape injury from the falling debris. Even the police and paramedics retreating from the burning vehicle suffered minor cuts and burns. A fire truck arrived to put out the inferno. The paramedics shook their heads, loaded their gurney into the ambulance, and drove away. Soon after, the police, too, left the scene.
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TEN MINUTES AFTER DRIVING away from the tea room, Cossack arrived at the prearranged meeting place, an abandoned house with a partially caved-in roof. All seemed as it should be when he climbed from his motorbike and walked it up the drive to the house and its dilapidated garage. His men would have arrived before him and parked inside the garage. Their orders were to maintain the illusion of the abandoned house. No lights. No opened curtains. No signs of activity.

But something felt “off” to Cossack. He scanned the muddy drive, looking for tire tracks in the damp earth. He saw none. He pried open the side door to the garage and peered inside.

It was empty.

His stomach churned with sudden anxiety. Do not panic. They will be along shortly. Perhaps an accident stalled traffic on their route.

He stowed his motorbike inside the garage out of sight and waited. When they still did not arrive, he began to truly worry.

Where are they? How could they not be here by now?

He retrieved his motorbike, straddled it, and coasted down the drive to the road. He then started the engine and drove off, planning to backtrack along his men’s most likely route.

As he drove, he questioned himself and his planning. Could Sayed know that I came to Tbilisi? Could my plans have been found out? Is my cover blown?

He shook his head. I think not. I’ve been too careful. No one from Chechnya knows I am here, not even the most trusted captains in my militia who think me in Turkey buying arms. And for this meeting, I have used only men carefully recruited over the years, Chechen Christians whose families fled to Georgia because of the war, men who would be utterly unknown to my militia.

His analytical mind spoke back to him. You are thinking of your end of this operation. If there are leaks, they must be on the director’s end.

Cossack turned onto one of the busier streets his men might have taken. Traffic coming at him was not as dense as the traffic going the opposite direction.

Odd . . .

Lifting his eyes and searching far down the road, he spotted a smudge of black smoke. The discomfort in his gut intensified, and he tasted bile in his throat. He hawked, spat it out, and drove toward the source of the smoke.

That logical part of his mind spoke again. Could the operation at the director’s end have been compromised?

Yes, he admitted.

Could the moles in the director’s organization have had the director’s agent followed to Tbilisi?

Quite possibly.

He relaxed a little. If so, my end of the operation should be secure, my cover still safe.

Less than two minutes later he came upon the smoldering ruin of a car and the remnant of the crowd that had watched it burn. Cossack’s heart thudded as he recognized the Riva’s remains. The sedan had been pushed into a high stone wall. Whatever had hit the unfortunate vehicle had been big enough to pancake its front end against the wall and crush the driver’s seat.

Although the firemen had doused the vehicle, the car’s burned framework continued to smolder and radiate heat. The door behind the driver hung ajar on blackened, warped hinges.

What happened? Did anyone get out and escape the flames?

He dismounted and walked his motorbike past the wreck, staring into the rear seat, forcing his disbelieving mind to acknowledge what he saw. He slowed, stopped, put down the bike’s kickstand, and drew nearer to the charred wreckage.

He squatted a few feet from the open rear seat. Heat and residual smoke from the fire wafted around him as he took stock of what he saw.

The human remains within the wreckage were misshapen—spines twisted grotesquely, arms contorted by superheated flames, the jaws of the skulls frozen in agonized gapes or grimaces.

He swallowed and forced himself to count. Then recount. No, there was no mistaking the charred outlines of the corpses.

Four of them.
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Chapter 2
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AN INCESSANT CHIRPING roused Jaz. She rolled from her cot and remembered too late that she wasn’t in a real bed—or how near to the floor her cot was. She landed on the cold gym floor with a bone-jarring thud.

“Ow.”

Dragging herself onto her knees, she found her chair and climbed into it. The screen before her was a blur until she’d wiped her eyes several times.

What time is it? Right. Oh-dead-thirty.

She wiped her eyes again. The clock on her computer read 3:17 a.m. Blur or not, she already knew what the chirping meant—she’d lost the signal from Bella’s phone.

She checked the carrier Bella’s phone was on. No problems. No outages.

Tobin appeared beside her, his hair tousled, his face bleary. They had both set up camp in the gym.

“What’s up?”

“Lost the signal to Bella’s phone.”

“Where was she when—”

“Yah, yah. Hold your horses. I’m getting to it, Yank.”

Jaz retraced the last cell towers the phone had pinged off of, then zoomed in on an online map of Tbilisi.

“Huh.”

“What? What does ‘huh’ mean?”

“Dunno for sure. Her rendezvous with you-know-who was set for noon. That’s just seventeen minutes ago, Tbilisi time. Her phone pinged continuously from . . . around here,” Jaz jabbed the map, “that’s near her hotel, before it moved up this river about two miles, then over to here.”

She poked the map again. “That’s the bazaar.”

“So, she made her rendezvous.”

“Yah. I’d say so, but . . .”

“Where is she now?”

“Dunno. Her phone dropped off the carrier’s network three minutes ago.”

Tobin chewed his lower lip. “Think you-know-who took her phone and pulled the battery from it?”

“Good OPSEC if he did.”

“Then we should expect her phone to reconnect when they’re done meeting.”

“Sounds right.” She fiddled with a new stick of Black Jack gum but didn’t unwrap it.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just . . . gonna wait up for a while.”

“Tea?” Tobin suggested.

“Better make it coffee.”

“Really?”

“You overcaffeinated Americans have ruined my love for tea. ’Sides, I don’t want to sleep again until I’ve reacquired her signal.”

“Me, neither. Coffee it is.”

Tobin wandered off to fire up the task force’s coffee maker.
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COSSACK LEFT THE SCENE with the horrific images burning behind his eyes. As bad as they were, he’d seen too many brutal deaths in the last twenty years for the images to throw off his thinking.

The director’s operative is dead. Men from my Tbilisi cell are dead.

A number of important questions nagged at him. Was the car crash a fluke, an accident? How likely was that? He shook his head. Worst case, it was intentional. If intentional, then the operation had been compromised—from Wolfe’s end.

Cossack sighed within himself. If the mole inside the director’s organization had given Sayed the identity of the director’s operative, that meant that Sayed’s people had followed the woman from the US to Tbilisi. And from her hotel to the market.

Sayed.

Cossack shuddered. It is, perhaps, a mercy that my men died with the woman. If they had been taken alive? Sayed’s people would have interrogated them. As loyal as they were to me, under torture they would have eventually given my description to Sayed. Yes, it was a mercy for them to have died quickly. And a relief for me.

He checked himself into a cheap Muslim boarding house where his tribal dress drew no comment, paid cash for the room, and wheeled his motorbike inside. He locked the door behind him and gave himself over to analysis of the situation.

My cover should be intact, but the New Year’s attacks are still in motion. Even if I don’t possess every nuance, I can give the director sufficient details for his people to unravel the rest, if—if—I can convey what I know without the intel being intercepted.

He thought of the woman’s contorted body within the car’s charred remains. At the very least, the director needs to be told his operative is dead.

He preferred breaking the bad news directly to Wolfe—something of a trick since the director’s calls could very well be monitored and even recorded by the moles in his organization.

His next steps would require forethought and planning.
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TOBIN STALKED OUT OF the bullpen and began to jog the perimeter of the gym, trying to calm his mounting anxiety. It was after seven in the morning now, and Jaz had not reacquired Bella’s cell signal. 

Settle down, Quincy, before you blow a gasket.

Jaz was beginning to really worry, too—as evidenced by the number of Black Jack gum wrappers scattered on the floor around her workstation. She hadn’t even tried to toss them in the trash can.

Tobin broke from a jog to a trot. How long should her meeting with Cossack have taken? An hour? Two hours? Surely not four hours!

After forty minutes of running, he moved to the free weights, making himself count off reps aloud in an attempt to distract his thoughts.
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BO OPENED THE GYM DOOR. He noted Tobin’s punishing workout and Jaz’s slumped shoulders. He took one look at Jaz’s stormy countenance and backed out of the doorway. He went looking for Richard and found him in the kitchen drinking his own morning coffee before starting breakfast.

“Something amiss, Bo?”

“If I had to guess from Jaz and Tobin’s behaviors, I’d say something’s up.”

Richard picked up a phone and called the landline on Jaz’s desk in the gym.

Her answer was more of a snarl than a greeting. “What?”

“Sitrep, please, Miss Jessup.”

Jaz was slow to answer. “We . . . we lost Bella’s cell signal around three this morning.”

“And haven’t reacquired it?”

Jaz kinda liked the old man and really didn’t want to curse at him. She sighed and curbed her acid tongue. “If I had reacquired her signal, I would have said so.”

“Noted. I’ll apprise Seraphim of the situation.”
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COSSACK WAS READY. He waited until an hour after midnight before mounting his motorbike and riding off in the direction of the US embassy.

The embassy was located north of the city, off Georgian-American Friendship Ave. Many of the embassy employees lived in this upscale area of the city, including a certain cultural attaché.
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NATHAN COLLIER WOKE from sleep and was immediately alert. What had awakened him? He reached for the Ruger semiauto he kept in the bedside table’s drawer. Slithered from his mattress to the carpet. Froze in place, his senses alert.

There. That’s what had awakened him. The soft strains of music rising from somewhere in his house. The attaché—known to the ambassador and a select few of the embassy staff to be the resident CIA station chief—should have been alone in his home. He had secured the doors and windows himself before he retired for the evening—and he had very good locks.

The music was coming from downstairs . . . from his study?

What? That’s one of my CDs, Schubert’s “Serenade.”

The haunting violin solo and piano accompaniment were unmistakable.

With the Ruger held out in front of him, Collier crept down the stairs. He took his time, reaching the ground floor after three minutes of careful stop-and-go movement.

The house was dark except for a pale splash of light coming from the open doorway to his study. Collier crossed the entryway then crept along the wall until he reached his study’s door. The open doorway offered him an angled view inside. The lamp sitting on his desk was on, its dimmer switch dialed low, the articulating lampshade canted toward the door, leaving the remainder of the room in the dark.

Collier glimpsed a figure standing in the shadows beyond his desk. The window next to him was open. A cool breeze rustled the curtains.

“Please come in, Mr. Collier,” his visitor invited quietly. “I mean you no harm.”

The man’s English held the edge of a slight accent.

“Who are you?”

“Not an enemy, I assure you. Quite the opposite. Please—time is of the essence, as they say. I have urgent business to attend to and require your assistance.”

Against his better judgment, Collier felt drawn to trust the intruder’s invitation. To a degree. With the Ruger half-raised and ready, he walked into the study. His right hand reached for the light switch on the wall.

“Please don’t. I need to preserve my cover, and we already have sufficient light to conduct our business.”

“Which is what, exactly?”

“I left a piece of paper next to the phone. I would ask you to dial the number written on the paper—and, oh—feel free to lower your weapon. I’m unarmed.”

Collier lowered the Ruger a few inches. “The number. Whose is it?”

The man in the shadows chuckled. “It’s an unlisted number possessed by very few people, but you’ll recognize the man when he answers.”

“You could have made the call yourself. Cut out the middleman. And all this drama.”

“Ah, but I’m not altogether convinced that the call will be unmonitored and unrecorded. I’d rather not have my voice on tape, you see. The consequences of blowing my cover could be unpleasant. And permanent.”

“You’re not CIA. I’d know you if you were operating in Georgia.”

“Consider me a cousin of the kissing variety.”

“That’s not enough to convince me to help you.”

A pause. Then, “Did you, by chance, assist an American woman into the city quite recently? In the past day or two?”

Collier had received orders to put a man on the woman, a passive observer. The man he’d assigned had followed her from the airport to her hotel when she arrived and, the following morning, from her hotel to the unfinished Holy Trinity Cathedral.

Not many hours later, he’d called Collier. “Sir, after walking the cathedral grounds, she went into a restroom outside the cathedral.”

“And?”

“And she never came out, sir.”

“You lost her?”

“Yes, sir.”

Collier had cursed the man up one side and down the other, but he said nothing of it to his visitor.

“I assist many US citizens when they visit this country. It’s my job.”

“Well, this citizen is dead, and you need to tell her handler what happened.”

Collier’s head snapped up. He broke into a cold sweat.

“Explain, please.”

“She kept an appointment at noon. I suppose that’s noon yesterday, since it’s now past midnight. Shortly after the rendezvous, the car she was riding in was hit by a large vehicle. I estimate it was a commercial truck, although the driver didn’t stick around. It was . . . a terrible accident. The front of the car was badly crushed. Then the vehicle burned.

“I watched her keep the appointment, you see. Four individuals left the bazaar in that car including the woman of whom I speak. I personally witnessed four burned corpses in the vehicle after the fire was put out. No one escaped.”

“You’re sure it was an accident?”

“I didn’t see it happen, so I cannot say one way or another. I came upon the scene perhaps twenty minutes after.”

Collier moved toward the desk and picked up the piece of paper with the number on it. The country code was US. The area code, 202.

Washington, DC.

“Stay on that side of the desk, in the light, if you please.”

Collier reached across his desk for the phone and dialed the number. The call on the other end rang six times. “No one’s picking up.”

“Be patient. The call is being forwarded. It’s just past four in the afternoon there. He’ll answer.”

Collier listened to the phone ring another six times. He was getting ready to hang up when the call connected.

“Wolfe here.”

Collier’s mouth fell open. “Director Wolfe?” Collier certainly knew who Jack Wolfe was, even if Wolfe had never heard of him.

“Who’s this?”

“Nathan Collier, sir. Tbilisi embassy.”

Wolfe did not reply, and Collier heard the faint sounds of traffic on Wolfe’s end of the call. When Wolfe remained unresponsive, Collier sensed the man was steeling himself to receive the grave news Collier was to deliver.

“Sir?”

“Yes. I’m . . . here.”

Collier made himself continue. “Sir, it is half past one in the morning in the Republic of Georgia. I was asleep in my house until I heard music coming from downstairs. When I investigated, I found a man standing in my study. In the dark. He has asked me to convey to you that . . . a woman of your acquaintance was involved in a fatal car crash yesterday—that is, about twelve hours ago.”

The silence deepened. Then, “Can you put your visitor on the line?”

“Sir, he’s concerned that this call may be monitored. His voice recognized.”

“Yes, I see.”

Collier waited several seconds. “Sir?”

“Give me as much detail as you are able to, please.”

Collier repeated the few details his “guest” had given him. “He is certain the burned car had four bodies in it.”

“Accident or intentional?”

“My visitor did not witness the actual crash, sir.”

“I understand.” He paused a moment, then said, “Listen up, Collier. I need you to do several things for me. First, locate the body. Find out where it was taken and claim it. Arrange for it to be shipped to the States ASAP. Do whatever is necessary to expedite the process. Then I need you to interview the police and fire department personnel who were on scene and as many witnesses as you can locate. I want firsthand interviews. I want you to determine who caused the crash.”

“Begging your pardon, sir, but my chain of command will expect—”

“Leave your superiors to me. Just do as I’ve asked of you. It’s important.”

“Yes, sir.”

Collier’s visitor stirred from his place in the shadows and spoke softly. “Turn your back to me, please, Mr. Collier.”

“What?”

“Turn around. I’m going to place a small package on your desk. Count to five very slowly then retrieve it. I’ve written instructions on its back. Follow them to the letter.”

Reluctantly, Collier turned away from his desk. He heard the whisper of the manila envelope as it landed on his blotter. He counted to five before facing his desk.

In his ear he heard, “Collier? What’s going on?”

“Sir, my ‘guest’ has just . . .”

Collier peered into the shadows. He could no longer make out the dark profile of his visitor.

“Hey, you. Are you still here?”

When his visitor did not answer, he twisted the lampshade toward the shadow. No one there. He pointed the lamp at the open window. The end of the curtain now hung outside the window casing.

“One moment, sir.” Collier picked up the package and scanned the instructions on it.

“Sir, my guest has departed. Out the window. I will collect the body as you’ve requested and . . . and make all the appropriate arrangements and investigations. I’ll require shipping instructions for the body. Should I look for an encrypted email?”

“No. I can’t trust that it won’t be intercepted . . . even before it leaves my end.”

Collier was taken aback. “Your end?”

Wolfe ignored Collier’s comment. “I’ll send sealed instructions via diplomatic courier.” He emphasized his next words. “I want you to examine the seal on my instructions carefully when you receive them.”

“I will, sir. Ah, Director Wolfe?”

“What is it, Collier?”

“I won’t presume to ask your business, sir. However, I am wondering, why me? You don’t really know me, but you are placing . . . a great deal of trust in me. I am wondering why, sir.”

“You’re right. I don’t know if I can trust you. But your visitor picked you, Collier, and I trust him. Whatever he’s asked of you? Do it.”

“I understand. Thank you, Director.”

“Goodbye, Collier.”

“Goodbye, sir.”

Collier hung up slowly. He dropped the Ruger on his desk and stepped to his bar. He poured himself two fingers of bourbon and drank it down, neat. After closing and relocking his study window, he sat down at his desk to consider one of the strangest encounters of his intelligence career. He read the instructions on the sealed package a second time.

Collier,

Once you retrieve the woman’s remains, have them placed in a metal casket then have the casket sealed and prepared for shipping. You are to assign a two-person unit to guard her body, 24/7, from the moment you retrieve the body until it is delivered. Mind my words—the remains are not to be left unattended, not even for a moment. Ship them to Wolfe personally with unalterable instructions that the casket is not to be released to anyone but him. The assigned guards are to stay with the body until Wolfe dismisses them.

The envelope had one last line of instruction. Collier reread the concluding line, stared at the package, and shook his head.

Whatever vital information was enclosed in the package he held? The Director would not receive it until he, personally, opened the casket.
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Chapter 3
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DIRECTOR WOLFE SHUT his mobile phone and stared at it in his hands for a long moment. Then he looked out his car’s window and fixed his eyes on the scenery flashing by.

He perceived none of it. Instead, he saw only the appalling image Collier’s description had painted in his imagination. The tall, blond form of the fearless woman he admired and respected . . . charred and twisted beyond all recognition.

Accident or intentional? The crushing weight inside Wolfe’s chest insisted it was no accident.

I failed you, Bella. No, I failed you, Laynie! I sent you into danger, and my efforts to protect you were woefully inadequate. Somehow, despite our precautions, the enemy knew you were coming . . . and was waiting for you.

It occurred to him that the fake email he’d sent to smoke out the mole in his upper organization had yielded nothing. The “canary trap,” as it was called, had been ignored. Why?

He could think of only one answer—because the mole had already obtained the details of the actual op. Despite the silo he’d built around Bella’s mission, the mole within the task force had obtained and communicated the operational particulars to his or her superiors—and had done so right under their noses.

But who? Who could it be? Was it Seraphim? Richard? Tobin? Jaz? Wolfe shook his head. They were Bella’s closest friends! But they were also the only people within Broadsword’s perimeter who were privy to the operation’s particulars.

I don’t believe it. I know these people—and I didn’t rise to this position by not being able to spot a liar when I hear one. There has to be another answer, another explanation.

He pushed the distressing thoughts of Bella’s last moments aside and focused on the conundrum he faced.

The mole can’t be one of Richard’s people either. It became obvious to us that the team harbored a second mole before I relocated the task force to Broadsword. So, if it isn’t Seraphim, Tobin, or Jaz, that leaves just the remaining six members of the task force.

Wolfe ground his teeth together. This leak is like a cancerous arm. The only certain means of excising the cancer is to cut it off—amputate the whole limb.

Disband the task force.

He shook his head. But I can’t do that. Not with the certainty of a New Year’s attack only weeks away and the progress we have made toward figuring it out. No, we have to flush out the mole—and soon—so we can stop the attacks.

Wolfe focused on his short conversation with Collier. He made himself slow down and run through it multiple times. Collier’s visitor could have been no one but Cossack. At least he believes himself still safe—and I trust the man. I know he will find a way to convey the details of the upcoming attacks to us.

Sighing, Wolfe turned his attention back to the matter at hand. Bella’s death. He had to break the news to the team. Her team. He had to rehearse the awful details while the traitor within its ranks gloated behind a façade of grief.

I will be watching their reactions. I will personally interview every member of the task force. We cannot let up until we have uncovered the leak.

Wolfe felt suddenly sick inside—he would have to notify Bella’s family. No, not Bella’s family. Laynie’s family.

I’m sorry, Laynie. You deserved better from me.

I pray that the God you so recently found has received your soul and granted you peace. I pray, too, that he will forgive me for vowing that I will never rest until every snake hiding in my organization is hunted down and destroyed.

He cleared the lump from his throat. Still, his voice rasped when he spoke to his driver. “Parker?”

“Sir?”

“You have a go bag with you?”

“Always, sir. In the trunk.”

“Good. Back to my condo, pronto. I need to grab mine. We’ll be gone overnight.”

“Yes, sir. Where are we headed, sir?”

“Broadsword.”
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IT WAS DARK WHEN WOLFE’S car arrived at the Broadsword checkpoint and the guards waved it through. Richard was waiting on the front porch when Wolfe’s driver pulled up to the cabin.

Wolfe clenched his jaws and climbed from the back seat.

“Good evening, Director.”

Wolfe shook his head. There was nothing good about this evening. “Would you please ask Seraphim to join me in the conference room? And I would like you to join us.”

“Is it bad news, then? About Miss Bella?”

“Yes, I’m sorry to say it is.”

Richard had difficulty speaking. He finally managed, “I’ll find Seraphim, sir.” He would have stumbled had Wolfe not caught his elbow and steadied him.

Pulling himself upright, Richard lifted his chin. “Thank you, Director. I can manage now.”

Minutes later, Seraphim and Richard entered the conference room. Richard closed the door behind them. Perhaps sensing the purpose for Wolfe’s unannounced visit, Seraphim had set her face in stone. While Wolfe spoke, neither she nor Richard said anything other than to ask a few clarifying questions.

“I’d like you to assemble the task force, Patrice,” Wolfe said, “so I can break the news to them.”

“I should do it,” she answered. Then her chin wobbled, and her face contorted. “But . . . I don’t think . . . I don’t think I can.”

Wolfe’s hand covered hers. “It is my responsibility, not yours. I was the one who sent her.”

“Pardon me, Director,” Richard whispered. “I would appreciate if you would allow me to bring Bo and Harris into this meeting. I wouldn’t want them to hear it afterward.”

“Yes, of course . . . only, I want to do it soon. As soon as we can assemble everyone.”
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SERAPHIM SENT OUT A group text message, summoning the team to the gym. They arrived by ones and twos looking around at each other, some wondering aloud at the late-evening meeting.

Tobin walked to his desk and sat down. He glanced at Jaz when she took her seat and noted Lance and Sherman standing against a wall. Richard, Bo, and Harris were also present, Richard’s expression carefully blank.

It wasn’t until Wolfe walked in that the gravity of the summons began to dawn on Tobin. His eyes jinked from Wolfe to Seraphim and back. When he was unable to make eye contact with either of them, his shoulders tightened.

Then Wolfe began to speak.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I have called you together to convey sad news.”

A low murmur ran through the gym. Tobin’s heart stuttered. He choked on his own breath.

Wolfe said, “I received word a few hours ago that yesterday noon, local time, our friend and coworker Bella was involved in a serious car accident.” He paused. “A fatal accident. Bella and the other passengers in the car perished at the scene.”

All around them, Wolfe’s news was met with denials followed by sobs and curses.

Tobin gasped. He muttered, “Marta? Lord Jesus . . . no! Please, no!”

Rusty, weeping unashamedly, jumped to his feet and shouted what others were thinking.

“No, that’s not right! She can’t . . . Are you sure? Are you sure?”

Wolfe nodded, slowly. “I received my information, through channels, from a firsthand witness.”

He waited a moment, allowing the team to process what they had heard before adding, “I understand your pain. I feel it just as deeply. Bella was . . . extraordinary. She was the heart and soul of this task force. I don’t know how she managed it, but she pulled all of you together—complete strangers—and, within days, showed you how to work together. She fashioned you into a powerful, cohesive team. She exacted your best efforts, insisted on everyone’s full participation, and demanded that you respect each other. She made you . . . more than a team. She made you a family, and we will mourn her as a family.”

Of those gathered in the gym, a few attempted to stifle their shock and grief until they could get away and find some privacy, but many were shaken, openly weeping.

Jubaila stood. “Director Wolfe? Please. Can’t you tell us anything more? Where is Bella? I mean where is her . . .” She didn’t finish.

Wolfe nodded. “I understand your need for information, to try to make sense of her demise. I can add only a few details to what I have already told you. Bella was out of the country when this happened, and we are working to bring her home. However . . .”

Wolfe’s voice failed him momentarily. He swallowed, cleared his throat, and tried again. “What I can tell you is that the car she was in . . . caught fire after the accident.”

Tobin shuddered. O God, my God! Please, no! I cannot bear this. Oh, Marta!

Wolfe said softly, “The car burned. None of the passengers escaped the fire. Bella—”

Seraphim, seeing Wolfe struggling, came and stood next to him. “The Director will arrange for Bella’s remains to be shipped back to the States . . . not to us, but to her family.” She looked around, making eye contact with the task force members. “Because of Bella’s injuries, there will be no viewing. In fact, out of respect for her family’s privacy . . . and to safeguard this task force and its ongoing work, none of us will attend Bella’s burial.”

Into the stunned silence, Wolfe cleared his throat and nodded. “Thank you, Patrice.” He added, “Seraphim is correct. We cannot attend Bella’s burial. But that does not mean we won’t pay our respects to her. We will hold a memorial service here. At that time, we will properly honor her—as she deserves.”

Within Tobin’s heart, every hope and dream he’d nurtured fractured and crumbled. He pulled in on himself and wept like a child.

Within his agony, he kept remembering their last words. “I couldn’t let you leave, Marta, not without telling you how I feel. I love you. Come back to me—in one piece, hear? We need more time, you and I, to figure things out.”

“Quincy Tobin, I can’t promise you anything except, God willing, I will come back. And if it is his will? We’ll have plenty of time to, you know. Figure things out.”

“No more time,” he babbled softly. “No more time for us! Oh, Lord! Why? Why wasn’t it your will for us?”

Tobin sat up and scrubbed his face with his shirtsleeves. He saw Jaz prostrate on her keyboard, her whole body shaking and quivering.

He stood and rolled his chair over to hers, sat, and placed one hand on Jaz’s shoulder. He was crying again, heedless of his own weeping—only that his tears, as they tumbled down, felt like the shards and slivers of his broken heart.

Jaz shuddered under Tobin’s hand.

“No,” she keened softly. “I can’t believe it! I don’t believe it!”

Tobin couldn’t answer her, but inside he was screaming, I don’t believe it, either.

The meeting began to break up. Some team members stood in small knots, hugging and comforting one another. Others fled the gym, seeking the privacy they needed to mourn.

Tobin remained with Jaz.

Eventually, she lifted her head a few inches off her keyboard. The black eyeliner and mascara that were such a part of her “trademark” look now streaked her cheeks and chin.

“Tobin.”

“Yeah, Jaz?”

“I can’t stay here. I . . . I can’t. I can’t bear it.”

“Can’t stay here? Do you mean here, in the bullpen? Or . . . here, with the task force?”

“There is no task force without Bella.”

You’re not wrong there, Jaz, Tobin thought.

“But where would you go? The Ukrainian mob. You know they are looking for you.”

“I don’t need Wolfe’s protection from them. I never did. I have the means to disappear and never be found. I just kind of got roped into this and thought it might be fun for a while, but now . . .”

“You can’t go yet, Jaz. Not until we’ve honored Bella like the director said. It wouldn’t be right for you to leave before then.”

She sniffed and scrubbed a hand across her face. “Yah. I suppose you’re right.”
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“MARSHAL TOBIN.” 

Tobin raised his chin. Wolfe stood over him.

“Sir?”

“I need to notify Bella’s family. In person. I would like you to come with me.”

Marta, Tobin screamed within himself. Not Bella, but Marta. My Marta!

“What are you grinning at?”

“Grinning at the best news I’ve heard in days, sweet Marta.”

“Dork. You know that’s not my name, right?”

“You may have mentioned it once or twice.”

No, her name wasn’t Marta. Nor was it Bella. It was Laynie—and now he was supposed to tell Kari that her only sister was dead?

Memories of the night Wolfe and his team had intercepted Laynie and reunited the two sisters rushed into Tobin’s mind. He had seen them running to each other. Embracing. Sobbing with love and wonder.

It had been one of the most profoundly joyous scenes he had ever witnessed. The two sisters had talked from Lincoln all the way to Kari and Søren’s home in RiverBend, often touching hands during the drive. Tobin had thought their love a holy thing. An unbreakable bond forged in and through fire.

He flinched as he reminded himself that, in a few hours, he and Wolfe would dispense grief and loss to Laynie’s sister. They would become the instruments to destroy that joy.

Tears stung his eyes. You’ll always be Marta to me. My Marta.

Tobin had done death notices before. He knew how to compartmentalize so he could perform this sacred duty with honor and dignity. He choked down the tears. Forced the pain to the back of his mind and locked it there.

I will grieve later, he told himself.

His heart added, You will grieve forever.

“Yes, sir. I’ll go.”

“I’m having my plane prepped and fueled. We’ll leave here in thirty minutes, spend the night at a hotel near LaGuardia, and fly out early tomorrow morning.”

[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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THEY LANDED IN LINCOLN, Nebraska, around ten in the morning. Two agents, a man and woman, met them. The woman handled the introductions.

“Agent Julie Knox, sir. This is agent Joel Brooks.”

Wolfe and Tobin shook their hands. Wolfe asked, “Do you have Max Thoresen’s current location?”

“Yes, sir,” Knox replied. “I have a man keeping tabs on him. He was last reported to be in class, but that class just ended. We expect him to return to his dorm shortly.” She gestured toward a Suburban. “My agent has spoken to Max’s resident assistant and has secured the dorm’s library as a private space for the notification. The RA will bring the young man to you there.”

“Very good.”

They parked near Burr Hall. Tobin and Wolfe followed Knox into the dorm and down a hall to the library. Max arrived moments later.

Wolfe spoke. “Hello, Max.”

The tousled-haired young man recognized Wolfe and Tobin and grinned. “Hey! What are you guys . . .”

Wolfe and Tobin’s stoic, unchanging expressions halted Max’s greeting.

He glanced from Tobin to Wolfe and back to Tobin. “What’s going on?”

“I’m afraid we have bad news, Max. It concerns your aunt.”

[image: ]

HALF AN HOUR LATER, Tobin explained to Max that they needed to leave for his parents’ farm to break the news to them.

“We can take you along with us, Max. We have a car and a driver waiting for us.”

“Yeah. I should be there for them.”

He climbed into the seat behind Wolfe and Tobin and kept to his own thoughts during the drive.

It was early afternoon when they exited the freeway near RiverBend and began the last leg of their journey toward the Thoresen’s farm. Tobin twisted in his seat to look behind him.

“How are you doing, Max?”

“Okay, I guess. I’m just . . . worried about Mom and Shannon. And Grandma Polly and Granddad Gene. This is gonna hurt them something awful.”

Tobin nodded. “Your mom and your aunt had a special bond.”

“So did Shannon and she’s . . . she’s sensitive, y’know?”

“Yes. Your aunt told me.” He thought a moment. “When do your brother and sister get out of school each day?”

“Usually three, I think. The bus drops them at the bridge around three thirty.”

“So, they won’t be at home when we arrive?”

Max shook his head. “No. Maybe that’s a good thing.”

Tobin silently agreed. When he turned forward, he saw that they were riding the bluff near the Thoresen farm. The road descended toward a creek. Before they reached the creek and its bridge, they turned off the road and followed the gravel drive to Kari and Søren’s house.

Tobin saw the curtains move when they pulled up at the front of the house. Max jumped out as soon as the driver put the Suburban into park. At the same time, Kari Thoresen opened the front door. Max ran to her.

“Max? What is it?”

She seemed surprised when Tobin and Wolfe exited the vehicle. When she saw their grave expressions, she crumpled in Max’s arms. “No! No, no, no!”

Wolfe and Tobin quickened their steps and helped Max guide Kari into the house. They sat her down on the sofa in the room that doubled as Kari’s office and the living room. Wolfe pulled the chair from her desk to the sofa, sat in it, and leaned forward, eye-level with Kari.

“Ms. Thoresen? I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

“No! I don’t want to hear it!”

“I’m sorry, but your sister, Laynie, was in a vehicle accident two days ago. She did not survive.”

“No. That’s not true. You . . . you’re lying.” Kari dared Wolfe to contradict her. “Please. Tell me it’s not true!”

“Ms. Thoresen . . . Kari, I’m sorry, but Laynie is gone. She died in the accident.”

Kari whimpered and covered her face. “Oh, Lord Jesus! Lord Jesus! Please help me!” She sobbed into her hands and rocked back and forth.

Tobin looked to Max. “Where’s your father, Max? Your mom needs him.”

“He’s probably across the creek. I’ll . . . I’ll go find him.”

Max grabbed a set of keys from a hook near the door to the garage. Moments later, they heard the sound of a car backing away from the house, leaving Wolfe and Tobin alone with Kari.

Kari twisted her fingers together and stared at her hands. “Tell me what happened.”

Tobin looked to Wolfe, who nodded. They had discussed what details they would release to Laynie’s family and who would relate them.

Tobin reached out and took one of Kari’s hands. “Your sister was out of the country on assignment.”

“What country? What was she doing there?”

“I’m sorry. I’m not at liberty to discuss the details of her assignment, including where she was.”

As Kari set her jaw and gathered herself to argue with him, Tobin couldn’t help but observe how much she resembled Laynie doing precisely the same thing. His forehead puckered, and tears sprang to his eyes.

Kari noticed. “You . . . you were the sky marshal on that other plane the hijackers tried to take down on 9/11, right?”

Tobin brushed his fingers across his face. “Yes. That was where I met . . . Laynie.”

“Was there . . . was there something between you and her?”

Tobin tried to smile. “It was early days for us, but yes. We had hoped for more time to . . . wait on the Lord. To explore the possibilities.”

It was Kari’s turn to offer comfort. “I’m sorry, Marshal Tobin. I didn’t realize.”

He nodded. “Like I said, our relationship was young. When she . . . when she gave her life to Jesus, I think she began to hope for a different future than the one she’d been . . . locked into for so long.”

“Laynie’s salvation was the answer to prayer. Generations of prayer.”

“Generations?”

“Yes. Generations of our family and their friends. From April 1911 forward.”

“She never said.”

“She hardly understood it herself. It’s the proverbial ‘long story.’”

“I’d like to hear about it, if you’re willing to tell me. Sometime . . . later.”

His words brought them back to the present and their shared grief. “You asked what happened, Ms. Thoresen?”

“Yes. And would you please call me Kari?”

“I would be honored to do so, ma’am. What . . . what we know so far is that a truck or a large vehicle hit the car she was riding in. She was with three other individuals.” He paused a beat. “The car was damaged significantly. Everyone in the car, including Laynie, perished.”

Kari’s lips trembled. “Where is she? I want to see her.”

This was the hardest part for Tobin, hardest because the thought of Laynie dying in such horrifying fashion wrung his own heart. “No, ma’am. You don’t want to see her. The accident must have damaged the fuel tank because the car . . . the car burned.”

“Laynie? She was in the car when it . . . burned?”

“Yes, ma’am. She and her fellow passengers.”

Wolfe stepped in. “We are bringing Laynie home, Ms. Thoresen. However, because of her . . . injuries, the casket will be sealed . . . and should remain sealed.”

Kari stared straight ahead as she struggled to process the news and sank into a deep trough of silence that neither Tobin nor Wolfe ventured to disturb. Several minutes later
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