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    Dedicated to
Douglas Arthur Lloyd 1940-2022
Jennifer Lynne "Winky" Lloyd 1940-2023
Suzan Eleanor "Sue" Hope 1967-2024

      

    


Stars and blood sprayed before her eyes. Catherine’s nose crunched. Her subconscious told her the blow were any harder it would’ve shoved the cartilage up into her brain, instantly killing her. 

Catherine did not see the next attack. Lydia swiped her legs out from under her. Some of the numbness jolted from her brain as Catherine struck the cold floor. The chill seeped through her bare skin and into her bones.  

Lydia struck again. 

Something tore across Catherine’s face. A warm sticky fluid filled her left eye. Through that crimson haze she focused on John, still strung up like a slab of meat waiting for Lydia to carve him up in her sick, perverse ways. 

“Non...” 

Darkness overtook her. 

Thank you;

Tammy Lloyd,

M.J. Moores,

Deborah Armstrong,

& The Writers’ Community of York Region (WCYR).
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“Backstryke”
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Presidential Palace,

People’s Republic of Porto Velho, South America.

Six Months after the conclusion of “Operation Arctic Snow” 
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FERNANDO PATRIJILLO Trujillo inhaled the sweet smoke of the Cuban cigar deep into his lungs, held it, and blew a perfect smoke ring while savouring the essence of the finely rolled tobacco.

Trujillo was a man with a mission. A mission rapidly approaching completion. From his early days as a hustler on the mean streets of Sao Paulo to today, President – for life – of the People’s Republic of Porto Velho, the micro-nation nestled deep in South America, brutally carved out of the western Brazilian State of Rondônia. A State with a long history of separatist ambitions that finally pushed the policy makers in Brasília too far. 

The Brazilian military, after a quick but bloody battle, put down the revolt. In the confusion following, Trujillo, with his Triad backers led by Chin Wah Pong, walled up the remains of the city and a sizeable chunk of Rondônia before formally petitioned for independence which was, after pressure by the United Nations and the South American Union, granted by a war-weary Brasília.

When the dust settled, the surviving Rondônian rebels realized they were set up and unwanted by both sides. They eventually disappeared into the jungle never to be heard from again. 

Trujillo kicked his booted feet up onto the desk and leaned back in his leather Presidential – for life – chair. He let his mind drift back to when he was Pong’s most trusted adviser. He’d arranged Pong’s downfall while conspiring with his stepdaughter Bonita. Now she was a tasty cachaça. Pong never realized Trujillo arranged the betrayal of the Rondônians. All in Pong’s name of course. Then when Pong’s house of cards collapsed, Trujillo was well poised to build his own.

Letting those silly American gringo’s set up their little Group of Ten within my protected border was a good idea at the time. It brought in untold millions of Yankee dollars to his tiny nonindustrial nation. Who would have thought that the special coca mixture Pong’s people cooked up would ignite like wildfire? Ink! What a stupid name. The American press. Corporate tools.

But now, it was time to tie up all the loose ends. She said so...

Her...

She’d called him personally just this morning. She wanted Trujillo to begin tidying up. There were too many people still breathing that knew more than they should. If they pushed too hard, the international pressure could collapse his house. 

That will not be! No one must know what is happening here.

Trujillo straightened up and pressed the buzzer on his desk. I’ve kept them waiting long enough. One of the joys of power. “Send them in.” 

Two men entered Trujillo’s spacious and well-furnished office. The first man, tall and in his late forties, with a baby face that made him look fifteen years younger. Despite the cherub look he held an intelligent, yet dangerous twinkle in his eyes – Trujillo’s head of covert operations. The second man was ugly and gaunt. Five years older than his companion and looked it. Some would say he was little more than a thug.

“I have a job for the both of you.”

“I’m not your fucking errand boy, Trujillo,” the gaunt man said.

Americans. Duh. “This you might like,” The President—for life—said as if talking to a child.

“I’m listening.”

Trujillo handed the gaunt man a large manila envelope. “She feels some of your old friends have outlived their usefulness.” Much like you my American freak.

Trujillo watched the gaunt man open the envelope and flip through the photos. Some he knew were already dead, Stein, DeTully, and Tauris, while the rest like Chaplin had gone into hiding. But he knew the American could find them. The pequena merda nodded his approval, especially at the last name on the list.

Trujillo frowned deeply as the gaunt man, knowing that only the President himself was allowed to smoke in his office, fired up a foul American.  

“What about me, sir?” the other man asked.

Trujillo turned to the other man, putting the American out of his mind. Ah, Canadians, so polite. “Do you remember our friend Joseph Truelove?” 

“He’s the little religious nut job you have managing the Ink trade in Canada. He took over after Kieran Malloy was killed by the RCMP.”

The gaunt man looked up from his file. “It wasn’t the Canadians who killed him. It was the Russian bitch.”

“The one you captured but later escaped.” Babyface glared at the American.

“That wasn’t my fault,” he snapped.

“It was on your watch.” 

“Gentlemen.” Trujillo kept careful control. “Don’t forget where you are.”

“My apologies, Mr. President,” the Canadian said.

“Yeah.” The gaunt man took another draw on his cigarette. “Sorry.”

Trujillo eyed the ugly man blowing foul smoke from his nose. He finally got the hint and butted the cigarette in the ashtray on the corner of the desk.

The President—for life—eyed the waft of smoke rising from the ashtray with distain. “Truelove has outlived his usefulness,” he said. “I don’t care how you do it. As long as there are bodies.” Trujillo drew deep from his Cuban to mask the stench of the cheap cig. Then after blowing out a ring of smoke, he dismissed them with a wave of his hand.
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IN THE CORRIDOR OUTSIDE of the Presidential office, the tall baby-faced man and the gaunt man walked in silence.

“I think our missions can intersect.” Babyface pointed at the picture of the woman in the gaunt man’s hand. “Her.”

“She’s mine. I’m saving her for last.”

“I thought as much. But before you do, I have a use for her.”

“Impress me.”

As Babyface explained his plan, a smile slid across the ugly man’s face displaying a gap from a missing front tooth.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Project

Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Two weeks later
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THIS PART OF TOWN WAS never nice enough to have a name, and those in power, in their electronically sealed glass towers, gave the four blocks of buildings near old Tupper Park little thought. “It couldn’t get worse,” was the prevailing attitude. They were wrong. 

Since The Project started in 2009, it had been nothing but one headache after another for each administration. Things were now at a point where most maps of the city didn’t even acknowledge its existence. Heaven help the poor soul who took a wrong turn on their way north to Highway 401. The underground newspaper, The Six, once summed it up best with its two-page account last summer, “This is a place where bad things happen.” 
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“NO FUCKIN’ WAY, MAN.” Sammy hooted throwing both hands out in an exaggerated motion.

“Way!” Larry ducked around a blue and yellow taxicab, ignoring the foreign expletives.

“You’re jerkin’ my chain. She can’t be real,” Sammy scoffed.

“Believe it pal. I’ve seen her. Six feet tall and a bod that just won’t quit!”

“Cool.” Sammy flipped his index finger at the cabby. “Think she’ll be there tonight?” 

“I fuckin’ hope so,” Larry grinned. “I feel lucky tonight.”

Sammy playfully punched Larry in the arm. “The man!” 

With wicked ear-to-ear grins, the pair turned a corner and found themselves on the edge of The Project. 

Sammy froze in his tracks. His grin melted from his pasty white face. “Shit.” 

“Hey, be cool man. It’s right there.” Larry pointed at a dilapidated structure.

“You sure man?”

“Fuckin’ eh.” 

Larry stepped around a battered, burnt-out car and crossed the garbage-strewn street. 

Sammy followed a moment later. As they approached, five shadows emerged from the night. 

“Oh crap,” Sammy whispered grabbing Larry’s arm. 

“Be cool, man.” Larry waved him quiet as one of the shadows approached and stepped into the splash from the only working streetlamp. He had a tattoo of a Chinese dragon on the side of his face. 

“Larry, my man. Back again? Rocks.” 

“Carlos.” Larry spat to the side. “Fuck man, you had me crappin’ my pants with that ominous shit.” 

Carlos laughed and high fived him. “That’s the point ma’ man. That’s how we keep the riftraft out.” Carlos’ eyes narrowed on Sammy, “Who’s the big guy?” 

“He’s okay. I was told I could bring a friend. Say ‘hi’ to the man, Sammy.” 

Sammy nodded timidly.

Carlos grinned widely showing off a full grill. “Be cool, man. I’m your host.” He snapped his fingers and the other four slipped back into the shadows. Larry handed Carlos a wad of twenties. The evening was his treat. 

“Goin’ first class ma’ man?” Carlos thumbed through the cash. Satisfied, he pocketed the take and led Larry and Sammy into the Xcitement strip joint. “Even in times of misfortune people need to be entertained. Here in the heart of the darkness entertainment abounds and pleasures of the flesh await.” 

Sammy never saw Larry in one piece again.
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DOWNTOWN TORONTO, ONTARIO, Canada

24 hours later

––––––––
[image: ]


THE WEAPON GLINTED—A spectre of doom in the moonlight. The assassin stroked its sleek lines like a long-lost lover reunited before picking out the target in the gathering crowd twenty floors below. 

For a fraction of a second, a hesitation tugged before an intense flush of passion swept over him and the rest became easy.

He gently squeezed the trigger once. 

That’s all that was needed. 

Below, a man fell and twitched twice in a growing puddle of blood. 
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CHAPTER 3
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The tearing of flesh, shattering of bone, burning of hot metal all happened within fragments of seconds.

The violation ceased, but the echoes of the pain lingered in the darkness of his mind.

Voices faded in and out. He thought he heard someone cry out, but then nothing.

Just the darkness, and the silence.
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THE PHONE SHRILLED. 

Royal Canadian Mounted Police Special Operations Staff Sergeant Catherine Wildman yawned and closed the report she wrote about the abhorrent package addressed to her at the Special Operations building earlier that day. 

With her legs crossed and up on her desk, she leaned over and snatched the receiver. “Wildman.”

“Cathy,” the voice at the other end echoed as tired as Catherine felt. “It’s Madhuri.”

“Evening, or I guess good morning.” Catherine glanced at the clock. “It’s late. What are you doing up?”

“John... It’s bad.” 

Catherine swung her legs from the desk. The paper report dropped to the floor, forgotten. Her insides twisted; her heart rate sped up. Johnny...

Almost a year ago, she and John Riel were thrown together by chance. First out of necessity, then later out of desire. Escaping from armed killers, an undercover Catherine had stumbled upon John’s van parked on a dead end in the middle of nowhere. They’d escaped, were betrayed, recaptured, tortured, escaped again, and then worked together to grind down one of the largest drug syndicates in North America – all the while falling in love.

She clenched the phone tightly in her hand and forced the words out, “What... what happened?”

“John... he’s...” Madhuri’s voice grew distant.

Catherine knew. In that dark part of the brain, she realized the purpose of Madhuri’s call the moment she’d heard her voice. Oh God No! No! No! “What is it?” Don’t say it. Don’t let it be...

“He’s been shot.”

The three words hit home like a spike through the brain. Catherine opened her mouth, but words wouldn’t come.

“Cathy... you there?” Madhuri asked.

Her voice was drowned out by the rush of blood to Catherine’s ears. She gripped the phone tightly as her vision blurred and the pressure built in her temples.

The snap of the handhold in her fist pulled Catherine back into the moment. “Oh my God! How? Who? Is he all right? Where is he?”

“In emergency surgery at Northwest General. I’m calling from the nurse’s station. I can’t find my phone...” 

“How did it–never mind. I’m on my way.”

“Okay.” 

Catherine numbly dropped the cracked receiver back into its cradle and gripped the corners of her desk. Her breaths came in gasps. Oh, sweet God, no not Johnny, not... he did it anyway! After what I told him! He went ahead and did it... Steadying her breathing she slipped her shoes on, grabbed her bag, and charged from her office toward the elevator.

She rapidly pressed the down button then eyed the stairwell. She nearly bolted then the doors finally opened.

Catherine raced into the car and nearly collided with Sergeant Kurt Burton of RCMP Special Tactics.

“Yo, Cathy, slow down.” The big man dressed head to toe in black took her arm. “Where’s the fire?”

“Kurt! Thank God. Johnny’s been shot.”

“What? Is he–?” 

“I need a ride to Northwest General.”

“My truck’s right out front.” 
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FUMBLING, MADHURI REPLACED the receiver. It took her two attempts. 

“Why don’t you lie down on the cot in the waiting room Ms. Sahni,” the smiling nurse said. “You must be exhausted.” 

“What? I’m fine!” Madhuri snapped. Oh crap, no I’m not. I haven’t slept in who knows how long. “Sorry. I’m just worried.” 

“I understand. It’s not easy.” 

“Any news on John?” 

The nurse shook her head. “Mr. Riel? Sorry, no. He’s still in surgery. I’ll call you the moment I know something.” 

“Thanks.” 

Weary, Madhuri crossed to the small waiting niche and dropped into a poorly padded chair. Her head drooped.
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CATHERINE GENTLY TOUCHED her shoulder, “Madhuri?”

“Wha...” 

“Madhuri, it’s me.”

Red and puffy eyes slowly cracked open. “Cathy, thank God, you’re here.”

“Kurt and I just arrived.” 

Madhuri looked past her. “Kurt?” She burst into tears and rose into his arms.

“Shh... It’s all right, we’re here.” Burton gently wiped the tears from her face. 

Catherine watched the two silently. Johnny had told her Madhuri was attracted to the large muscular cop, but she never thought it was reciprocal. Burton was too alpha male as far as she was concerned. Now watching the two together, Catherine considered how little she knew about her friends. Did I always keep people at a distance?

“Ms. Sahni?” 

The three turned as an exhausted doctor in bloodstained scrubs walked toward them. 

Catherine stepped forward. “How is he?” She silently cursed herself for failing to keep the worry from her voice. 

“Who are you please?” 

ID appeared in her hand as she identified herself. “Monsieur Riel is a good friend of mine.” 

“I see. I’m Doctor Bykofsky. Mr. Riel is out of surgery, but still in critical condition. He has been placed in a medically induced coma.”

“Can I see him?”

“I’m afraid not for several hours.”

“If he’s been shot, why is there not a police guard here?” Catherine demanded.

“I don’t know. That sounds like your department. Now if you will excuse me.” The doctor turned on his heel and disappeared through a set of double doors.

Catherine caught the disapproving glint in Kurt’s eye before he turned away.

“What happened?” He asked Madhuri. 

Madhuri took a deep steadying breath. “John’s been working on a story for the last few weeks—I don’t know what—he’s been very secretive about it. Then, yesterday, he received a phone tip. It really set him off.” She looked from Kurt to Catherine and back. “We were in the back of Baby waiting for Joseph Truelove to make one of his midnight statements.”

Baby was John’s pet name for the video production van he lived in when the two of them first met that night so long ago. 

“Truelove?” Kurt asked. “The cult leader?” 

“The police think he was the target. John said he had a question he wanted to ask Truelove.” Madhuri paused and brushed a tear from her cheek.

“I was in Baby watching on my monitors as John approached Truelove, who I’m sure was staring right at him when my screens went down. When I turned and looked out the window I... I saw John on the ground. I ran out to see what happened. He was bleeding and the other media people were just standing around pointing their cameras at him.” More tears rolled down her cheeks. “The rest’s a blur. I think someone must have called it in because the next thing I remember I was here. Then I called you, Cathy.” 

“Where’s the Toronto Police? What did they say? Why didn’t you demand a cop remain here?” Catherine asked. “Shit, Madhuri, what if Johnny was the target?”

“I...” Madhuri gasped. 

“That’s not helping, Cathy,” Burton said tersely. “We don’t know that.”

She stared at Madhuri. The burn of shame flared, and Catherine slowly looked away.

“There’s nothing more we can do here ‘til morning,” Kurt said steering Madhuri toward the elevators. “I’m going to take you home before you drop. You can barely stand.” 

“No! I want to stay.” Madhuri trembled.

Catherine sucked in her lower lip, then placed a gentle hand on the woman’s shoulder and hesitantly met her soft brown eyes. “I’ll stay and call you the moment I hear anything.” 

Madhuri eyed Catherine for a long moment then nodded. 

Burton placed a gentle arm over Madhuri’s shoulders and eased her down the hall toward a waiting elevator. He shot a cold glance back at Catherine as the doors slid shut. 

With them gone, Catherine dropped into a hard-back chair and stroked her temples. Oh God, Johnny, what were you thinking? I told you Truelove was dangerous. Forcing the errant thoughts from her mind Catherine rose and crossed to the nurses’ station. “I need to use a private space to make a phone call,” she demanded with ID in hand. 

The nurse eyed the badge for a long moment. “Waiting room 2-B.” A slight edge to her voice hinted at what she thought of the request. “It’s closed to the public right now for renovations. No one will bother you.” 

Ignoring the tone, Catherine nodded, “Merci.” She crossed the hall to the waiting room. 

In the centre of the freshly painted space, Catherine squeezed her eyes shut as the weight of guilt pressed down. Oh God... What have I done? Things are happening too fast. If Johnny... no... She dropped to her knees and sobbed as her father’s voice reverberated through her.

“You are to be strong, Cathy! I didn’t raise my daughters to be weak-willed women.” 

“Oui, Papa...” 

“English! And look at me when I talk to you. You and your sister are too much like your mother.

“I’m sorry, Papa...”

Steeling herself, Catherine pushed the echoes from her mind and sat on the end of a large beige couch. She placed her bag on the floor between her feet and retrieved her smart phone. From memory Catherine punched in twelve-digits and waited. 

“Communications,” answered a flat toneless voice. 

“Wildman, Catherine. Code 099984—A voice check then scramble on my mark. Mark.” 

“Standby... Confirmed. What can I do for you Staff Sergeant Wildman?” 

“I need to make a couple of coded calls. The first to Frank Mirkle at CSIS.” 

Catherine punched in the number and left a message in Mirkle’s voice mailbox. 

“Now I need to make a transatlantic call.” Catherine swiped open the smart phone’s address book, scrolled down to T and recited the number to the Special Operations operator. “Can you do it?” 

“I’m going to need authorization from St. James for this.”

“My authorization will do. Place the call, please.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 
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Half a world away, Major Nikita Valtina Triska, stepped out of the shower dripping wet. Towelling down, the former Russian Militia Anti-Drug Squad Operative turned under-used adviser and mid-level paper pusher, caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror. Nikita dropped the bath sheet on the toilet tank and turned to face her moisture-streaked image. 

Eyes as blue as a clear midday sky burned slightly as she shattered the glass with her fist. 
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“YOU BROKE ANOTHER ONE, eh?” Doctor Sergei Lopokhov remarked on eyeing Nikita’s bandaged hand two hours later. 

Nikita sat behind her desk in her tiny office in an old grey building, two blocks from the Kremlin. Without looking at the elderly man sitting across from her Nikita replied, “Dropped a plate. It’s nothing.” 

“Third one this week says your receptionist.”

“Perhaps I should speak to my receptionist.”

“Are you menstruating today, Nikita?” 

She glanced up over the file in her hand. “What did you want to see me for, doctor? I’m very busy today.” 

“Can’t an old friend of your father’s drop in to see the little girl he brought into this world?” 

“Of course, Serge.” Nikita put down the file she pretended to read. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. How’s Valeri?” 

“The same,” bitterness hung on his words. “We hoped that the new dacha away from the city would help, but...” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

“Well, at the very least she will die happy.”

“Sergei?” 

The old doctor waved a liver-spotted hand through the air, “Bah, I am just an old man rambling. I have taken up enough of your time.” As he rose to his feet Nikita followed. “I will be in Moscow until the end of the week. I would like to see you again.” 

“Of course, Sergei. How’s the day after tomorrow?” Nikita followed him to the door. 

“That would be nice.” The doctor kissed her on the cheek. “Until then,” he said and left. 

Nikita returned to her desk and dropped back into her creaky chair. She loved the old man dearly, but since his wife started to deteriorate, he’d become bitter. Or is it me? 

The phone on her desk chimed loudly, derailing her train of thought. Nikita picked up the receiver with her good hand and placed it to her ear. “Da?” 

“Sorry to disturb you, Major Triska, but there is a call for you on line two from Toronto.” 

A slight warmth swelled within her breast. John? “I’ll accept it.” 

Gently she punched up the line and switched to slightly accented English, “Hello?” 

“Nikita?” 

“Yes.” 

“It’s Catherine Wildman.” 

“Yes! Yes, Cathy. Connection’s bad. I can scarcely make you out.” 

“Yeah, it’s bad here too. I have to talk to you, Nikita.” The unique mellifluous flavour of Catherine Wildman’s voice was little more than a whisper over the background noise of the satellite uplink. 

“Da, what is it?”

“It’s Johnny.” 

“John? What about him? What happened?”

“He’s been shot.” 

Nikita fumbled with the receiver. “Nyet! Is he– What happened?”

Catherine filled her in on what she knew. Numbed, Nikita struggled for some comforting words but could find none. “Will you please call me if there is any change?” 

“Of course.” 

“Thank you, Cathy.” She then chose each word carefully, “There’s one more thing.” 

“Oui?” 

Nikita voiced the question that had been gnawing away in the back of her mind since she heard Catherine’s voice. “Why did you call me?” 

For a long moment only the thundering of a thousand empty kilometres echoed in Nikita’s ear. 

Then, speaking slowly, Catherine confirmed what Nikita feared. “Johnny would have wanted me to.” 

“I see. Good bye.” 

The empty line silenced. 

Stunned by both the message and messenger, Nikita absently dropped the receiver into its cradle. She bowed her head and ran her tapered fingers through her close-cropped carrot-coloured hair. Oh, John... 

A gentle knock sounded at the door. “Come,” she whispered.

Apprehensively, Olga entered. “Major?” 

“I’m fine,” Nikita said, her head still hung low. 

As the receptionist turned to leave Nikita suddenly shot to her feet. “Contact Lt. General Medvedov at Lubyanka Square.” 

“Major?” 

“Tell her I need a working visa.” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5
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The phone shrilled, pulling Catherine from an unsettled doze. Groping for the mobile her foggy mind registered she’d been asleep for several hours and that someone with a blocked number was trying to contact her.  

“Wildman.”

“Hello, Cathy.”

“Nikita?”

“Da. I am presently over Norway. I will be landing in Toronto around noon your time.”

“You’re coming here?”

“Da.”

“Oh, okay. Will you need help at customs?”

“Please.”

“I’ll see what I can arrange on this end.”

“Thank you. Any change in John’s condition?”

“No. He’s still in a coma.” 

“Damn. I’ll see you later then. Good bye.”

“Au revoir.” Why is she coming here?

––––––––
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FIVE MONTHS EARLIER.
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“HURRY UP OR WE’RE GOING to be late,” Catherine called out, realizing the time.

“In a minute,” John replied from the washroom.

“That’s what you said ten minutes ago. Men,” Catherine muttered as she turned toward the full-length mirror on the back of the hotel room door. A strikingly beautiful woman in a sparkling, figure-hugging, emerald dress reflected. With her honey blonde, shoulder-length hair swept up off her tanned neck, gold in her ears, and a hint of makeup, Catherine smiled. She had been looking forward to this evening out for a long time. She and John, Madhuri and Kurt – I can’t see that going anywhere, he’s too much the alpha male to be tied down to one woman – and Nikita, whose date was someone from the Russian consulate, were hitting the town for dinner and a concert by the Royal Philharmonic. 

As a team, Catherine, John, and Nikita were instrumental in bringing down one of the largest drug syndicates in history—The Group of Ten. Now, along with Kurt, who led the RCMP task force against Malloy’s mansion under Catherine’s direction, and Madhuri, John’s partner with the Canada-World News Network, they finished their debriefing and were going to use John’s birthday to spend some time together. Get to know each other on a personal level.

Without someone shooting at us. 

Shifting her hips, Catherine noticed the line of one of her stockings crooked. John thought a garter belt and stockings were erotic, and she knew that he thought her wearing them was her way of teasing him. Catherine smirked. Her choice of undergarments had more to do with an occasional yeast infection than anything provocative. 

“Catherine?” 

She turned to the sound of his voice. 

John smiled at her from the door. “You look exquisite.”  

“Exquisite? You really know how to sweep someone off their feet.”

“Exquisite,” John replied. “Beautiful, attractive, pretty, pleasing? A knockout?”

“Knockout?” Catherine laughed. “I think I’ll stick with exquisite. By the way, you look great.” 

John, dressed in a black tuxedo, tugged on his crimson bow tie.  “You get ‘exquisite’ and I get ‘great’.”

“Great, swell, nifty, fine.”

“I think I’ll stick with ‘great’.”

They chuckled.

“We better get moving. The limousine’s out front,” Catherine prompted with an overblown glance at an imaginary watch.

“Still won’t tell me where we’re going to dinner?” John yanked at his tie.

“Nope.” 

“All right then”—John held out his arm—“Ms. Wildman.”

Catherine accepted his offer. “Monsieur Riel.” 

Arm in arm they left the hotel. 
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CATHERINE SMILED TO herself as the stretch black limousine slowed to a stop, the doorman from Tino’s sprinted over and opened the Mercedes-Benz. 

Graceful as royalty, Catherine rose from the limousine and stepped out onto the red-carpeted sidewalk. Strobes flashed from a cluster of photographers before they realized she was not the latest Hollywood starlet. The restaurant often entertained Hollywood’s elite when in town, and with a film festival in the spotlight, the paparazzi  hunted in packs.

John followed her out, tugging on his tie. “Tino’s, now that’s five stars.”

“Tell me about it. I practically had to show them my credit rating to get a reservation.” Catherine winked.

A taxi burped from traffic and squealed to a stop behind the limo. 

The doorman was about to shoo it when Madhuri called out from the back seat. “John! Cathy!” She paid the driver, hopped out, and shot the attendant a scolding glare. 

Decked out in a peek-a-boo black mini dress under a well-worn leather flight jacket, Madhuri Sahni scooted across the red carpeting and joined her favourite couple. “Didn’t think I was going to make it.”

“Good evening, Madhuri.” John smiled and kissed her on the cheek.

“The same to you, sweetie.” Madhuri grinned and returned the peck. “Cathy, you look hot, girlfriend.”

“Merci, you too.” Catherine smiled and accepted her embrace.

“Where’s Kurt?”

“He had a call just before we left. Said he had to go.”

“I knew I left my phone at the office for a reason.” Catherine tapped the side of her nose.

“So, ya’ gotta share the goods.” Madhuri looped her arm through John’s. “Anybody see Nikita yet?” 

“Probably already inside.” John glanced around trying to catch sight of the tall Russian.

“Probably figured we stood her up and left,” Catherine countered.

“We’re not that late,” John retorted with a smile.

“You two are just like my parents.” Madhuri shook her head.

“I’ve met them.” John smirked. “They weren’t a bickering white couple.”

Madhuri playfully slapped him across the backside. 

Entering the lobby, Catherine spotted Nikita standing alone in the far corner by a row of courtesy phones. She donned a floor-length, navy-blue, crushed velvet dress, with cutout shoulders and a flare silhouette. Her only jewelry, a pewter broach pinned to her chest. She clutched a newly acquired cane in her left hand.

“Nikita.” John gently kissed her on the cheek. “I’m glad you made it.” 

“Thank you,” she replied softly.

“Nikita.” Catherine smiled, extending her hand.

“It has been a gruelling few weeks.” Nikita referred to the debriefing by both Canadian and Russian officials. She accepted Catherine’s hand. “Hello, Cathy.”

“Yes, it has.” 

John gestured to his right. “You remember Madhuri Sahni. You met briefly at Malloy’s.” 

Madhuri held out her hand. “Nikita, it’s an honour. We really  didn’t get to know each other very well then, but John has told me so much about you I feel we’ve known each other for years.” 

Nikita hesitated for just a moment then accepted Madhuri’s hand. “Thank you. It’s nice to see you again.”

“Where’s your date?” John asked.

“He had to back out at the last moment. I thought maybe I should not come.”

“I’m glad you changed your mind.” 

A smile highlighted her sharp features.

“Well? Shall we?” Catherine piped up.

“You got it.” Madhuri looped her arm through Nikita’s. 

Together the four entered the dining room. The maître d' looked up from his board and his jaw dropped. Before him stood a man in a tuxedo surrounded by three beautiful ladies.

“How may I help you?” he asked. 

“Reservations for Wildman,” Catherine said.

“Aw, yes,” the maître d' said coolly glancing at his book. “Here it is. That was for six?” 

“Non. Just four,” Catherine replied nonplussed.

“Of course.” Then with a slight bow. “This way, please.” 

They followed the maître d' to a table set for six with a pleasant view of an indoor water fountain. The maître d' motioned toward a busboy who quickly removed the extra settings. He pulled out the chair for Nikita, then Catherine, and Madhuri, before moving to John’s side.

“Your waiter, Dylon, will be with you in a moment,” he said and backed away. 

Dylon quickly appeared and asked if they would like something from the bar. John, Catherine, and Nikita ordered wine. Madhuri asked for spring water. Following the arrival of the drinks, John raised his glass.

“I would like to propose a toast to the three most lovely and important people in my life—Catherine Wildman, Madhuri Sahni, Nikita Valtina Triska.” He tipped his glass slightly and the three woman of beauty followed suit.

“Happy birthday, Johnny,” Catherine smiled provocatively. 

Nikita raised her glass.

“Happy birthday.” Madhuri handed him a small package.

“What’s this?” He asked sitting back down.

“Open it.” 

John peeled away the Christmas wrapping paper and discovered a framed photograph of him and Madhuri at their college graduation. The two of them stood in their graduation robes locked in an embrace that hinted of more than just a simple friendship. 

John grinned ecstatically. “Where in the world did you get this?” He passed the photograph to Catherine. 

“Found it when I was unpacking.” Madhuri smiled wickedly. “Do you remember when it was taken?” 

John’s brow knitted. Then it struck him. “Oh, nuts,” he muttered.

“Yup.” Madhuri laughed.

“What?” Catherine asked as she handed the photograph across the table to Nikita.

John shook his head. “Madhuri, how could you?” 

“What?” Catherine asked again.

“I’m going to get you for this, Madhuri.”

“We’ll see.” 

“What?” Catherine asked again.

“Take a close look at the photo,” Madhuri instructed.

Nikita complied. “I do not see...” 

“We’re both completely naked beneath the robes,” Madhuri said. 

Nikita’s cheeks flushed and she quickly placed the photograph face down on the table.

Madhuri laughed. 

“It was a bet,” John explained. 

Catherine playfully bobbed an eyebrow. “Oh, really?” 

“It was,” Madhuri agreed.

“Uh-hum.” Catherine enjoyed watching John squirm. “And?”

“And nothing,” John stammered. “That was it.”

“The fun part was when we had to prove it,” Madhuri added, a smirk devilishly dancing across her face.

“Madhuri!” 

Nikita watched the exchange with wide-eyed puzzlement. 

Catherine batted her eyes. “Really?” She said with a hint of amusement and placed her elbows on the table, then cradled her chin on her laced fingers. “And how was this done?”

“Well,”—Madhuri clucked her tongue—“I had an impartial witness check under my robes.” 

“And Johnny?” Catherine asked with playful curiosity. 

Madhuri’s smile widened. “Let’s just say he was a little more creative.”

“Madhuri!” John sighed. Realizing it was hopeless, he slumped into his chair and drained his glass.

“John proved it when he received his diploma and tripped as he left the podium.” Madhuri could hardly retain her enthusiasm. “Over two hundred and fifty graduates, faculty, and guests saw what made him a legend in the women’s dorm.” 

“Madhuri!” John cried. 

Catherine’s eyes widened. “What? Is that true?”

“Well,” Madhuri conceded. “All but the legend part.”

John groaned. 

Catherine laughed. 

Nikita blushed. 

Madhuri blew him a kiss. 

John slumped further into his chair. “Women...”

“I don’t understand any of this.” Nikita stared at the two women who were laughing so hard tears rolled down their cheeks. 

“Canadian woman can be very spiteful,” John informed her. 

The Russian woman started to smile. “You were really naked under your robe?”

“Yes and I fell off the stage and landed in the middle of the graduating nursing students.”

“I think you got about three marriage proposals from the first row.” Madhuri gasped between guffaws. 

Nikita suddenly let out a snort and joined in the chorus of laughter. 

“Et tu, Brute? I think it’s time we moved on.” John groaned. Catherine saw he clearly enjoyed reliving the memory of a simpler time in his life. She knew that what he and Madhuri once had together was good, and even though they ended it long before she’d come into the picture. Catherine was happy they remained close.

“Okay.” Madhuri brushed a tear from her cheek. “It’s just...” Her eyes met his. 

John nodded. “I know.”

“John.” 

“Yes, Nikita?” 

“Happy birthday.” She handed him a crisply wrapped package. 

“Thank you.” He accepted the gift. Gently pulling away the neatly folded paper, John discovered a handblown glass birthday card within. “Oh my, Nikita, this is extraordinary.” 

“I bought it from a merchant making figurines at a bazaar in the Distillery District. He said he could make anything. So, I asked him for a birthday card.”

“This is really nice.” John gently turned the glass card over in his hands. “The workmanship is fantastic.” 

“If the glass blower said he could make anything,” Madhuri asked. “Why did you ask for a card? It’s very nice, mind you, but why not a unicorn or something?” 

“I have always believed that the quieter the gift, louder the heart sings.”

“That’s lovely,” Catherine said.

“There’s something written on it,” John said. “I can’t make it out.” He then noticed the Cyrillic letters. “It’s in Russian.” John held out the glass card for Catherine and Madhuri to see.

“What does it say?” Catherine asked. 

“It roughly translates as, ‘From Russia with love.’” Nikita explained.

John smiled gratefully. “Thank you very much, Nikita. This is really thoughtful.”

“My pleasure, happy birthday.” 

“That just leaves you, Cathy,” Madhuri said. “Where’s your gift?”

“Yeah.” John said, grinning widely.

“I’m wearing it. So, you’ll have to wait ‘til we get back to the hotel.”

John pulled on his tie. “Whoa.” 

Catherine laughed, Madhuri blew a wolf whistle, and Nikita raised an eyebrow.

“Mr. Riel.” Dylon approached John’s side. “There is a phone call for you, sir. You may take it at the front desk.”

“Really? Thank you.” John nodded at his dinner companions. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment.” He followed the waiter across the dining room. 

“Who knew Johnny was here?” Catherine asked. 

“Stryker,” Madhuri said referring to her and John’s boss. “Stupid me, I told him where we were going.” She bobbed her eyebrows watching John cross the dining room. “But man, does John have a nice ass.” 

Catherine chuckled. “This is true.”

Nikita’s eyes widened. “Pardon me?”

“Sorry, Nikita,” Madhuri said. It’s an old joke I started in college. Cathy and I have been playing it for the last week or so.”

“We occasionally make provocative observations about sections of Johnny’s anatomy,” Catherine explained.

“Without his knowledge,” Madhuri continued. “The hard part is to do it without him catching on. Otherwise, his ego would inflate to the size of my great na-na.”

“I think he suspects we’re talking about him,” Catherine said.  “And it’s driving him nuts.”

“Girl talk?” Nikita asked.

“Something like that. Lame, eh?” Madhuri grinned. “What do you find sexy about John?”

“Oh, I couldn’t.” Nikita flushed.

“C’mon, we’re all adults here,” Madhuri prompted.

“Despite the fact we’re playing an adolescent slumber party game,” Catherine said. 

Nikita thought for a moment. “His hands. He has nice hands. Strong, but gentle.”

“Perfect for caressing?” Madhuri questioned straight-faced. 

“Damn straight,” Catherine interjected. 

The three women laughed. 

“He is a wonderful, caring man,” Nikita said.

“That he is,” Catherine agreed.

“With a great ass,” Madhuri repeated.

“Enough with the butt cracks,” Catherine said. 

Madhuri snorted with laughter. Catherine rolled her eyes as she realized what she said.

After a moment, Nikita joined in and the three drew stares again from across the dining room.

“Madhuri.” Nikita suddenly leaned forward. “May I ask you a personal question?”

“The only kind worth asking. Shoot.”

“John once said that the two of you were together in the past.”

“Yeah, years ago.”

“I think that is admirable that the two of you work so well together.” 

“He’s my best friend.” 

“But did the two of you, uh, how do I ask this?”

“Straight out is the best way.”

“How did people, family, react to you with the cultural differences?”

“Oh...uh...” Madhuri spluttered. 

“I’m sorry”—Nikita’s hand shot to her mouth—“if I brought up a bad subject. I was curious.” 

Madhuri held up her hand. “Don’t be sorry. I said you could ask. Why do you want to know?” 

“Back home, those who are in interracial relationships are still treated as a pariah.”

Madhuri tugged on her chin for a moment, and then smiled warmly. “It’s been years since I thought about the racial thing. At the start, there was some flak from my family. They wanted me to settle down and marry a nice Indian boy.” She grinned widely. “But what can I say. He was the only non-Desi guy to bring me to orgasm.” 

Catherine choked on her wine.

“Sorry, Cathy.”

“Charming image, thank you.” Catherine wiped wine from her chin. “You’ve shattered my illusion of the refined Hindi woman.”

“Ain’t nothin’ refined about me,” Madhuri said.

“Western humour,” Nikita said with a chuckle.

“Yeah, pathetic, isn’t it?”

“Let’s move on to something else,” Catherine requested.

“Like what?” Madhuri asked slyly.

“I would like to know more about John,” Nikita said.

“Why?” Catherine turned away, regretting the sharpness in her voice.

Nikita either didn’t notice or ignored Catherine’s tone. “He and I spent very little time together, yet he said he considered me a friend.”

“What ever happened between the two of you must have touched him deeply,” Madhuri said.

“He told to me, ‘Of all the things to be in, love is the best’,” Nikita said softly. “I think I understand.”

Catherine’s jaw tightened. I’m not sure I do.

“Ladies. I’m sorry about that.” John returned to the table and sat down. “Hot news tip.” 

“Are your ears burning?” Madhuri asked.

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” John tugged at his tie. 

“Oh, I think you should,” Nikita smiled slyly and brought her wine glass to her lips.

John smiled back warmly. 

For the rest of the evening Catherine fought with an unpleasant sensation in the pit of her stomach. 
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CHAPTER 6
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Cobourg, Ontario, Present Day

About 100 kilometres east of Northwest General.

Joseph Truelove smiled. The congregation from the church of The First Child of The New Order went wild.

“It’s high time that we let people know that not everyone who is for peace and social justice hates the police!” The Reverend cried out.  “That we are here, we stand for peace and will not tolerance anything less!” 

Truelove eyed his flock. Tamerson told him that there were over seven thousand people in attendance today. Some had travelled from as far as Tasmania and Tangier to be there—even a newlywed couple from Oslo. Truelove worked them all.

“As you may know, earlier a tragedy happened on my doorsteps. A man, an evil man yes, but still just a man, was struck down before me. As of late, we the people of The First Child of The New Order have been the subject of harassment by several agencies of the Canadian government, and we are rapidly reaching the point at which our patience is exhausted!” 

He paused and staggered slightly as if in pain. The assemblage let out a collective gasp. “I can say,” he wheezed through clenched teeth, “that without hesitation, that we are devoted to a decision.” Then Truelove stood tall and the crowd cheered.

“Nothing can stop us!” He cooed into the microphone. “I have seen paradise!” His eyes briefly met the eyes of a pretty young blonde in the front row. “We are going to meet again my children, in another place, in another time. We are the ones. We are the pure. We are the first children of the New Order!” 

Once again, he brought the house down. 
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CHAPTER 7
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The darkness shifted.

Movement taunted the peripheral of his scenes. He knew it, felt it, something was there.

Ghosts...?

When he tried to focus, to reach out, the pain flooded back. It jolted through his body like static electricity. It shot out from the back of his head, gripped his chest, and squeezed his heart. Only the darkness kept the pain at bay.

He embraced the darkness and let it carry him away.
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“MAJOR TRISKA, WE WILL be landing in ten minutes,” the disembodied voice of the pilot announced. 

Nikita Triska peered through the rain-streaked window down onto the city of Toronto. It is such a beautiful city. I should come here more often. 

Rising air jerked Nikita’s thoughts back to her dilemma. She was now a woman of two worlds. The world that gave her life and the world that made her feel welcome. 

The encrypted email she received shortly after she called Catherine changed everything. Nikita now came to this dazzling city for two reasons... One she dared not reveal to her friends. 

Friends... 

Moments later, Nikita gripped her cane as she crossed the rain-slicked ramp from the Russian registered DC 1227-B to the diplomatic lounge at Lester B. Pearson International Airport. Behind her, two men in identical dark overcoats, significant to her future plans, fidgeted endlessly. 

The last time I was here I was on my way to see John for the first time with the same two escorts. But then, they answered to General Lizachevsky. Now, they answer to me. My how times have changed.

Having spotted them instantly, Nikita watched as two RCMP Special Operations Constables approached.

“Miss Triska?” the first one asked. 

“Major Triska,” she corrected coolly. Over the years, Nikita had discovered that unenlightened men have often seen her as an ice queen. An image she’d used to her advantage.

“Major Triska,” he corrected not missing a beat. “I’m Special Operations Constable MacIntyre. This is my partner, S.O. Constable Campbell. We were sent to greet you by Special Operations Staff Sergeant Cathy Wildman.” His eyes flickered toward her escorts.

“Good.” She motioned toward the two men behind her. “Igor Dokudovsky and Viktor Tertishnikov.”

“Gentlemen,” MacIntyre said. The clones nodded.

“You have been pre-cleared through customs.”

“Thank you.”

“Now, I’m afraid I have to ask if you are carrying any weapons.”

Igor and Viktor looked at Nikita. She nodded. They then opened their coats. Strapped beneath their left armpits were Russian TZ75-Bl Auto Pistols. They popped the clips and handed the weapons to Campbell who then placed the guns within a leather pouch.

“They will be returned when you are ready to leave,” MacIntyre said. “Major Triska?” 

“I don’t need to carry a weapon.”

“Fine. The Government of Canada thanks you.” He gestured toward a waiting car. “Accommodations have been arranged for the three of you.”

“Thank you, Constable MacIntyre, but we are booked at King’s Royal.” Nikita allowed him to open the car door for her.

“Nice digs,” Campbell muttered sliding into the driver’s seat.

“That is what I understand. Please drop me off at Northwest General Hospital and then take my associates to the hotel.”

“Yes, Major,” MacIntyre said.

“And hurry.”

“Yes, Major.” 
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WHEN THE HOSPITAL ELEVATOR doors slid open before Nikita on the seventh floor, the sterile smell of disinfectant invaded her nostrils. She flashed back to her time in that clinic outside Moscow, recuperating from the horrors Raymond Smyles and Sam DeTully inflicted on her. The skin grafts, the reconstructive surgery, the reconstruction of bone and skin. While she was painfully pieced back together in body, deep in the recesses of her mind she’d lost herself. She’d died on a cold clinical table surrounded by strangers. The sensation swept over her, a reminder they could try to cover the smell of death, but this was where people came to die. 

“Nikita!” Madhuri cried jolting her from her rumination. The young woman sprinted across the hall and embraced Nikita. “This is a surprise, but I’m glad to see you.” Madhuri stepped back and wiped away a tear. “How did you hear?”

“Cathy called me. I had to be here for John.”

Madhuri forced a wearily smile. “He would like that.”

“What happened?” 

Madhuri filled her in on the shooting at the press conference.

“Do the police have any leads?” Nikita shifted her weight more to her cane than her leg.

“No. The cops believe Truelove was the target.”

“Joseph Truelove.” Nikita shook her head in disgust. “The self-declared messiah. His tentacles even reach home. There are people who truly believe he is the second coming.”

“Scary, eh.” Madhuri led Nikita toward a small waiting area.

“Has Cathy’s investigation born any fruit?”

“I, uh, don’t think she’s started one,” Madhuri stammered. 

“Really?” Nikita was puzzled. “I presumed she would have. Where is she?”

“I’m right here, Nikita.” 

The Major turned and spotted Catherine standing in a doorway a few metres down the hall. “Cathy, it is good to see you again, but I wish it was not under such–”

“May I see you a moment, Nikita?” Catherine interrupted, and then glanced at Madhuri. “Alone.” 

Nikita tuned to Madhuri. “Excuse me please.”

“Oh, sure.” 

Nikita crossed the hall and brushed past Catherine into the waiting room. She turned and faced the Mountie as she let the door swing shut behind her avoiding the gaze of a very confused Madhuri.

“What is it?” Nikita asked. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” 

The abruptness of Catherine’s tone took her aback. At first, she assumed it was worry about John that set her off balance, but this was something else. “What kind of question is that? John has been hurt. I wanted to be here for him.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“Nyet. That’s not the only reason. I thought you would’ve started an investigation into the shooting. I am here because I want to help.” Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “But I see I was mistaken.”

“What the hell is between you and Johnny?” Catherine demanded. 

And there it was. “Is that what this is all about? Jealousy?”

“I am not jealous!” Catherine snapped.

“Let us get one thing straight.” Nikita fought hard to keep the rising anger from her voice. “There is only one person in this room who John Riel loves more than life itself, and that is you. I accept that fact. Why don’t you?” 

Nikita marched past Catherine then halted at the door. “Now, I am going to ask the doctor if I may see John.” She growled over her shoulder. “Then I am going to do what you should have started yesterday.” Nikita then turned and met Catherine’s gaze. “I am going to find the son-of-a-bitch who did this.” 

Without another word, Nikita yanked open the door and left Catherine very much alone.
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He floated in his own mind...

His world was just darkness, and silence. The emptiness swallowed him up. The deeper he went, the less the pain...

The void called... and he was ready for it.

A warmth slid across his cheek. 

Everything changed.

Soft beeping surrounded him; voices faded in and out.

Somewhere deep, his mind began to register... he was in a hospital.

A hospital.
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AFTER SPEAKING WITH the doctor and looking in on John, Nikita mulled over John’s condition. She and Madhuri rode the elevator down to the underground parking lot. “It’s unknown how long John is going to be in a coma, Doctor Bykofsky said, but he is lucky to be alive.”

“There it is.” Madhuri nodded as the elevator doors opened. Baby sat parked and waiting after a PA from the station picked the van up for her.

Nikita pondered what Bykofsky said about where the bullet struck John. She followed Madhuri.

“I really can’t figure her out.” Madhuri slipped her key into the van’s back door. “Cathy’s been acting strange since she arrived.” 

Nikita thought about that. Madhuri yanked open the door and climbed in. “Do you consider it possible, with her connections, that Cathy knows something about the shooting that we do not?” Nikita theorized following her into the van.

Madhuri looked at Nikita. “What makes you think that?” 

The Russian waved her hand in the air and planted herself on a small bench near the rear door. “I’m chasing shadows. Ignore me.”

Madhuri eyed Nikita for a moment then pulled up a rolling chair. “You said you wanted to see the footage of the shooting.” 

“Da.” 

The interior of Baby dimmed as Madhuri threw switches on the master board. She slipped a flash drive into the playback deck, and queued the footage to the press conference.

Madhuri pressed the play button and slid her chair next to Nikita. “It starts at time-code ten-three-twenty-two. Seventy-two seconds before the gun shot.” 

Two rows with five monitors on each flickered to life with a jerky image from John’s point of view as he moved toward Truelove. Nikita studied the pictures. The media almost seemed to part as John arrived. 

Truelove turned and faced the approaching reporter. 

John’s voice reverberated from the van’s speakers, “Mr. Truelove, Johnny Riel, Canada-World News. I have some–” 

A soft pop sounded and the images on the screen blurred as John recoiled from the shot. Then it was over. 

Madhuri pressed the stop button. “That’s it.”

With her hands steepled before her, Nikita tapped her pursed lips with the tips of her two first fingers. “Interesting,” she whispered glancing at Madhuri. The Indo-Canadian woman’s eyes were damp and she had turned away from the monitors. Nikita gently placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Madhuri?”

“Sorry.” Madhuri wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  “That’s the first time I’ve really watched it happen.” 

“I understand. But I believe I saw something.”

“Really? What did you see?” 

Nikita pointed at the control board. “Please queue the footage back to before the gun shot.”

Grasping at any straw of optimism, Madhuri rolled her chair toward the board and queued the image, freezing it one frame preceding the gunshot.

“Forward slowly please.” 

Madhuri’s fingers danced over the control panel.

“Stop.” Nikita leaned toward the nearest screen. “Now forward at normal speed.” 

Madhuri complied.

“Did you see that?” Nikita asked.

“What?”

“Truelove’s eyes.” 

Madhuri repeated the procedure again. Then she saw it. Seconds before the gunshot, Truelove’s gaze glanced up and away from John.

“Holy shit! What’s he looking at?”

“Where was John shot?” Even though Nikita already knew the answer, she wanted to keep Madhuri engaged. She saw it the moment Madhuri greeted her at the hospital. The reporter was John’s oldest and closest friend, yet she was feeling shunned by Catherine and left out of the loop. Madhuri needed to feel useful.

“In the back. The cops said the angle suggested the shooter was on a roof across the street.” Madhuri’s jaw dropped as the realization flashed across her eyes. “Truelove knew!” 

“It’s conceivable. I read the police report on the flight over.”

Madhuri raised a questioning eyebrow.

Nikita waved her off. “The angle of descent is similar to the direction Truelove glanced before John was shot. Although, it could be a coincidence.”

“How’d you get the police report?”

Nikita shook her head.

Madhuri understood. “You’re right, I don’t want to know.”

“But I saw something else. Could you advance the image along slowly?”

“Sure thing.” Madhuri gingerly turned the control knob. 

The image blurred as John recoiled from the slug’s impact. 

“Stop! Back slow.”

Madhuri reversed the image.

“Freeze it there.” Nikita pointed at a dark fuzzy image on the nearest monitor. “What’s that?”

Madhuri squinted. “It looks like the building across the street from the conference. John must have spun right around.” 

Nikita tapped a section of the monitor. “Can you enlarge that section of the screen?”

“Sure can.” Madhuri flipped a switch and adjusted the image with a dial. “That’s as large as I can get it.” 

Nikita stroked her eyebrows, then noticed Madhuri watching her. “What?”

“Cathy does the same thing when she’s deep in thought. The eyebrows.”

“Ah.” Nikita returned her attention to the monitor. She did not see what she hoped she would. “Can you take me to the site where the press conference was held?”

“Are you on to something?”

“I’m not sure. Please?” 

Madhuri slid through the curtains and into the driver’s seat. She grunted, reached out the window, and yanked up the large flyer for the new Xcitement strip-joint tucked under the wiper blades and crumpled it. “Goddamn flyers.” She tossed it to the floor.

Madhuri put the van in gear and ran three red lights before parking the van in the same spot during the shooting.

“Here we are,” she said as she sat back next to Nikita. “Now what?” 

“Could you print me a hard copy of that image?”

“Sure. Why?”

“A hunch.” In a moment, Nikita held a sheet of paper with the reproduced image in her hands. “Please wait here. I’ll be right back.” 

Having memorized the footage while Madhuri drove, Nikita stopped at the spot where John was struck down. In was easy to find as police tape marked the area, and his blood still stained the sidewalk. Holding the paper in her hands Nikita turned slowly attempting to match the blurred image with the skyline. Following repeated revolutions, she returned to the van. 

“Well?” Madhuri asked with strained optimism. 

“A moment.” Nikita flattened the image on the corner of the control desk and clicked a photo of it with her phone.

“What are you doing?”

“As you say, playing a hunch.” She attached the image to an email. “There seemed to be a lot of private security at the event. Is that usual for Truelove?”

“No. He tries to present himself as a man of the people, but the rash of televangelist shootings may have something to do with it.”

Nikita looked up. “Someone’s shooting televangelists?”

“That’s what the cops think. Four in the last month. Three in the States and one here. Someone has a bug up their ass about TV evangelism.”

Nikita returned to typing her email. “Do you know where Truelove
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